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Smoke billowed heavily through the air, the dark plumes floating upward to the already cloudy sky. It made the landscape 
look gray, save for vibrant, dancing patches of flame. It was hard to believe that mere hours ago this smoldering field 
of rubble was a small town.. 


Bodies decorated the ground, a garden of destruction. There was little movement: a few flaps of burning fabric, the 
skeletons of tents and small structures crumbling into ash, and survivors searching frantically in the wreckage, 


presumably for their families. 


A young blonde craned his neck painfully, desperate for a last glance at what had been his home for seventeen years. 


And for what felt like the millionth time, a flashback of the events leading to this moment assaulted his mind. 


FLASHBACK 


Alexi woke up early in the morning alone in his tent. The cold air made his bones crack as he stretched under the 
blankets, but still he worked up the motivation to arise for the day. He stepped outside. It was too early yet for many 
others to be up, so he made his way alone to the well for some water. A shiver involuntarily racked his body. Maybe 
he should've thrown on a shirt before coming outside... 


"Hey! Hey!" A voice came from a distance, and it took a minute for Alexi to find the source. Finally, he saw Anssi, a man 
slightly older than him riding on horseback toward the village. Adrenaline pumped itself through Alexi's veins. Fuck fuck 
fuck. A mantra in his head. 


It felt like hours before Anssi finally made it close enough to communicate the situation. When he finally did get to Alexi, 


it wasn't good news he shared. 


"They're coming. | spotted them from a hilltop about thirty minutes from here. | rode as fast as | can back here, to 
warn everyone, but let me tell you straight. We are fucked. We all need to leave now. We can't save anything, we just 
need to run." Anssi's horse was heaving its sides with exertion, and Alexi realized that in an hour or less, his home was 


to be assaulted by a much larger Tavastian tribe. And Anssi was right, they were going to lose. 


Alexi's village was too small to really have much of a warrior contingent, and while a few of the young men had horses 
and swords, they were nowhere near a match for the doubtlessly more experienced men riding straight for them. 


END FLASHBACK 


Strong arms yanked his comparably small body effortlessly onto the back of a horse, and he found himself pressed 
against the back armor of the horse's rider. His hands were bound behind his back, and when the horse started to 
move at the rider's command, Alexi had a moment of panic. He couldn't balance on the back of a galloping horse without 


the use of his hands, even with years of riding experience. 


To his utter horror, a noise of alarm escaped his lips, breaking his stony silence. He had been holding back tears and 
hysteria since being taken, but he had refused to shed an ounce of emotion He couldn't display his weakness, even in 


defeat. He had to maintain his dignity, his pride, his strength. For his brothers. For the dead women, defenseless children 


All the people he knew..had known.. An urge to retch came over him. 
"Can someone move this kid!?" The rider in front of him shouted, "I can't ride with him half falling off the back!" 


Before Alexi had the chance to object at being called a "kid," he was shifted in front of the rider in the saddle. Armored 
arms reached around either side of him to hold the reigns, and a strong welt of humiliation reddened his cheeks. Riding 


in front of another man was where a woman would go, and Alexi felt the degradation in the pit of his stomach, wounding 


further his pride. But there wasn't much he could do about it. 
FLASHBACK 
Alexi and Anssi ran through the camp, shouting to all that they would soon be under attack, and that as many as 


possible should evacuate further south. Groggy families poked their heads out, quickly shaking off the phantoms of sleep 
and moving to action. Many made off quickly, taking nothing but their lives and horses. 


Alexi and many other young men remained, herding the inhabitants, doing their best to serve as some form of broken 
protective duty. It was pride that kept them from leaving, too. Although they knew they stood no chance against the 


men of the tribe moving in, they still donned their leather and mail and carried their weapons. 


And finally all hell did break lose, as enemy horses streamed over the hilltop, destroying everything in their path, looting 
every house, stabbing every bit of resistance until it bled out on the ground. 


The young men bravely took their chances, but all fell. Alexi was smacked over the head by a torch or sword handle, he 
couldn't remember which. When he woke up, he was face down on the dew-covered grass. A few feet away was another 
body, dead. He raised his head to see flames and embers engulfing what used to be his tent and everything inside. 


It didn't take long for someone to grab him up, noticing he was still alive. Sure that he would be killed on the spot, Alexi 
still held his chin high and glared at the bearded man holding him up by his hair. The man only took a look at him and 
laughed, yelling to his fellows. 


"| found one!" 


Instead of being lanced by a sword, Alexi found himself dragged out of the center of what used to be the village. He 
fought, scratching and biting ineffectively the men taking him away, cursing at them in every language he knew. Nothing 
he did even garnered a reaction, which infuriated him all the more, fueling his struggle. 


His eye caught at least two other of his friends also being tied up and thrown onto horses, but he couldn't recognize 
exactly who. He tried yelling at them, but was cut off by a harsh slap in the jaw. 


"Shut up!" a mildly accented voice snarled at him. "Your wailing is just as pitiful as your defense." 


Alexi had no choice but to experience the insult while rope came to occupy his wrists. 
END FLASHBACK 


The ride was long. The man behind Alexi never said anything, not that Alexi expected him to, and the constant rocking of 
the horse drove him into an almost drowsy state. Of course, he couldn't actually fall asleep or even daydream, because 


the horrors of earlier replayed incessantly in his mind. 


It felt cowardly, but Alexi was quite terrified of where they were going. He didn't know why he and the other surviving 
men from his village hadn't been killed on the spot. He had never heard stories of what happened to those taken captive 
by the more brutal tribes, and now he wished that he had, as his fate hung over his head while he couldn't even guess 


at it. 


Alexi lost track of time completely, but by the time the horses came to a halt at large stone walls the sun was setting. 
Alexi had counted two rivers during the ride, and judging by the length these warriors had come very far for such a 
small prize. He hadn't seen a single other village on the ride either, which was suspicious. Had these men really wiped out 


everything in such a large radius? 


Before he could ponder it further, he was hoisted off the horse. His legs gave way when he was left to stand, being 


weak and cramped from holding the same position for so long on the horse. He hit the ground with a loud thud, but in 


seconds someone hauled him back to his feet roughly. 


"Take them in. Everyone else tend to the horses and unpacking.” A loud, deep male voice commanded. Everything hustled 


back into activity, and Alexi briefly wondered at the machinery of such a finely tuned contingent: 


Alexi and three other men were forced to walk through a gate in the stone wall, accompanied by a few of the warriors 
who had captured them. Inside were dark streets and unlit windows, but the area was still discernible as a very civilized 
and developed city. It was then that Alexi realized they must be in Espoo or Helsinki. He had never seen either city, 


having lived his entire life in the small village, but he had heard tales of the areas. 


Espoo and Helsinki were both run by established and hierarchal governments, but the two cities did not agree on much 
other than that. Espoo, if he remembered right, was run by an oligarchy of well-off men, while Helsinki had a King. The 


cities often fought and raided each other, according to verbal accounts. 


He couldn't read the writing on the signs outside the shops and buildings, but Alexi was happy he could understand the 
language of his captors if nothing else. It was slightly different than the dialect of his home village, reminding him a bit 
of an older man, Kalle, who had come from another land. Perhaps Kalle was from here? Alexi deadly realized he would 


never be able to find out. The man was likely rotting on the ground now. 


The images his mind sent him of Kalle along with everyone else he had ever known spilling their vitality on the grounds 
of their livelihoods once again made Alexi retch. The warrior holding his arm and marching him forward let go for a split 
second, disgusted. Instead of running like any intelligent man would do, Alexi just bent over and emptied the minimal 


contents of his stomach on the ground. Some warrior he thought disparagingly to himself. 


He was yanked to continue walking, the bitter bile still coating the inside of his mouth. Tears welled in his eyes, and he 
told himself it was just from the puking. 


FE E E E EK E EE 8 EE KE EE EE 


"What is this?" A man at the front of the room into which the prisoners had been led asked rhetorically. "A fine 
collection of brave survivors." A smile fainted onto the man's thin lips and flew off just as quickly. His words obviously 


mocked them. 


"Indeed, herra. We brought only these few back" One of the warriors answered, and if Alexi hadn't seen them fight, he 


may've allowed the thought that the warrior's voice sounded nervous. 


"Fine, fine." The more powerful man strode closer, and Alexi fought back the urge to spit on him. The man had greasy 
brown hair and predatory, dark eyes. He looked at each of them, smirking condescendingly. When he got to Alexi, the man 
dared to grasp the blond's chin and tip it up. Alexi snapped his teeth at the touch, causing the man to draw back 
sharply, much to his satisfaction. 


"This..this is what they call armor." The man chuckled. "Whatever the case, they all look well. Fine as | said. Fine for 


work." He waved a hand dismissively. 


Without another word hands again tugged at Alexi's arms and shoulders, beginning to lead him from the room. He didn't 


resist, as doing so would be completely pointless. He would have no idea where to run even if he escaped their grabbing 


paws. 


"Leevi" A new voice sounded in the room, and the movement paused. 

Yes?" The greasy brunette answered, sounding annoyed. Alexi turned back to look at the man apparently named "Leevi," 
and noticed another man had walked to stand next to him. The new man was at least an inch taller and had golden brown 
wavy hair that reached his shoulders. Even from a distance Alexi could see the definition in his muscles and the strong 


bones of his face. A true viking. 


"Janne. Remember, he is to receive one." The taller man nodded at the group of villagers. The greasy haired man looked 
even more annoyed. "I know how you would like to keep all for yourself and your work. But | would hate to have to 
explain at the next presentation why you appear so greedy.." The blonde placed a hand on Leevi's shoulder, giving him a 
surprisingly toothy grin 


"Keep one, then. To Janne's quarters." Leevi said to the warriors. 
"Which?" 


"| don't care!" Leevi threw up his hands and turned away. The handsome, nameless blonde smiled again, looking at the 


warrior with a hold on Alexi's arm with striking but warm blue eyes. 


"That one, the small one." He chuckled, pointing. "Just in case Janne is as wimpy as | believe." He laughed louder, as if it 


was all a joke. 


Alexi had no idea what the man was talking about, but he did know that he was now being tugged in the opposite 
direction of the other villagers. Fear paralyzed his limbs, but he managed to yell out. His friends looked back at him, but 
they were just as powerless as he. Still, Alexi screamed and kicked until he couldn't even see the large room anymore. 
He was forced through narrow hallway after narrow hallway. He didn't bother trying to remember the route. He knew 
he never would anyway. All of the doors looked the same, including the one which was opened and entered with him in 


tow. 


Alexi was left inside what were apparently Janne's quarters. He didn't spare time to look around at the elaborate 


furnishings, instead throwing himself repeatedly against the door. 


To no avail. He didn't stop until his voice was hoarse and his shoulder bruised Desperation morphed into exhaustion and 


depression, leaving Alexi slumped against the door, where sobs finally overtook his body. 


He had nothing. 


Lasi 
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By the time Alexi managed to pull himself back together he assumed it must be late in the night. Still, no one had 
entered the room in which he was locked, so he mustered the strength to climb to his feet and look for other methods 


of escape, weapons, something useful. Something to occupy his mind and keep him from continuing to act like a five year 


old child 


The first thing that Alexi noticed was that almost every inch of his body was protesting every movement. A few steps 
away from the door allow him a glance in a large, ornately decorated gilded mirror. He looked almost as bad as he felt. 
His hair was knotted and a large bruise and black eye painted the top half of his face. He didn't dare remove any 
clothing to look at the rest of his skin He had a bad feeling about being locked in "Janne's" room in the first place. He 
didn't want to make it any easier when this guy came home for the night and..decided to do whatever it was he was 


going to do with Alexi. Goosebumps rose on the pale skin of the blond even under his layers of leather gear. 
A weapon. That's what he needed. 


The walls of the expansive dwelling were all painted in various shades of gold and hung with rich tapestries and fabrics. 
If it weren't for his desperate situation, Alexi could've spent hours just touching everything, knowing that it all cost 
more than twenty of his lives were worth. He had never seen such riches before, having lived in a poor village which 
subsisted modestly off the land. But he had heard of these expensive and beautiful ornaments which men would war and 
shed blood to possess. 


Bitterness stabbed through his chest at the thought that so many he loved died just for these bigots‘ greed. The only 
solace was that so many pretty things could be broken into shards on the floor. Sharp shards. He was in quite some 
disbelief that he had been locked in here alone, no supervision. All the better. 


He found what he was looking for on top of the dresser. A glass vase embedded with flecks of color. Of course, it 
wasn't the flecks that he cared about. Alexi lifted the glass above his head and threw it across the floor, watching it 
glitter in the dim light as it shattered. It was a lot louder than he intended, and he held his breath, waiting for someone 


to come barging inside in response to the disturbance. But again, no one came. So he started to break more. 


He grasped a sizable shard in his hand, gripping it tightly. He relished the feeling of the edges cutting into his palm 
because it meant it was sharp enough to slice flesh easily. Warm liquid dripped down and around his fingers and onto the 
rug beneath his feet. Smiling, he wiped more of the blood on the floor, just to ruin further the opulent fabric. 


Alexi decided to crouch just behind the door, so that when it opened he would be able to attack whoever came in before 
they could orient themselves. All that was left was to wait and hope. Some may say pray, but Alexi knew better. 


Praying never worked. 


He had prayed years ago, when his family fell sick with the mysterious illness that swept through their village swiftly 
as the warrior's fire had earlier this day. He had sat every day next to his parents and sister, begging the sky god he 
had heard called Ukko for a miracle. The only miracle bestowed was that he didn't die with the rest of his family when 
he fell ill. It had taken a long time before Alexi had seen it as any gift at all 


Luckily, he was old enough to take care of himself, and eventually he grew out of constant depression Older villagers 
who also lived alone, men such as Kalle, would weave him stories and keep him company on the darker, colder winter 
nights. As a result, Alexi knew much of the lore of the land, but it wasn't enough to help him now. Even with a fire in 
the fireplace of this room in a Finnish castle, the cold absence of comfort penetrated his focus. 


It was in dark moments he missed them the most. 


DEEE EEEE EEEE EEEE EEE IR IIR IR e 

Voices approaching the room stirred Alexi from his marinations, and he gripped tighter the shard, ready to strike. The 
fact that there was definitely more than one voice did cause a stir of nerves to squirm in his stomach. He was barely 
a match for one grown man, not to mention two. And if either of them looked anything like the blonde he had seen in 
the large room, he really doubted he could do enough damage to incapacitate. 

He coiled his legs beneath him, prepared to leap when the door opened. 

The door opened soon after the footsteps stopped outside it. It barely opened and someone poked just a head inside. 
Whoever it was had long, brown hair, but not greasy like the man named Leevi Alexi had seen before. Alexi didn't pause 
to take in much more detail than that before quickly moving to the door. 

He raised the hand with the glass just as the man turned his head and brought it down. 


"FUCKI!" The door snapped back closed, leaving Alexi with adrenaline rushing through every vein but no target to take it 
out on. On the plus side, standing this close to the door, he could still hear what was happening on the other side. 


"What happened! 2" 


"He fucking stabbed mel: 


"Your ear is bleeding everywhere." It sounded almost like a stifled snort of laughter followed this observation The laugh 
sounded suspiciously like the wavy-haired blonde from earlier. These people did laugh at weird things. 


"| hadn't noticed perseensutil" The guy Alexi had attacked cursed, "Vittu VITTU" 


"Im guessing all of your bandages are.." A few knocks startled Alexi such that he jumped back from having his ear 
against the door. "in there?" 


"You guessed it." 


“Apparently the idiots left him inside alone. You'll be lucky if you have anything left that's not completely ripped to 


shreds. But | will handle this." The doorknob started to turn, "I even picked the smallest kid just so you wouldn't have to 
grow out of your wimpiness!" That laugh again. Alexi gritted his teeth. 


The door cracked even less this time, the tip of a sword poking through. Alexi instinctively took a step back, out of 


range. 
"Hey, | would get away from the door if | were you. | don't think Janne will be too happy if | stab you on accident” 
"You better not, Henkka!" 


The door opened the rest of the way, revealing the man, Henkka, holding the sword and the brunette with a hand over 


his ear and blood all over his shirt and hair, who Alexi assumed was Janne. 
"Drop the glass." Henkka commanded, stepping towards Alexi, sword still raised 


Alexi let the makeshift dagger clatter to the glass-covered floor. It was no match against an actual long range weapon, 


and getting stabbed would not go well with his plans of escape. Despite his dire circumstances, he wasn't ready to die. 


"Thank youl" Henkka grinned like Alexi had just done him the biggest favor in the world and sheathed his sword. Alexi let 
his eyes dart around, looking for any new way to get the fuck out of here. 


The brunette walked carefully to the other side of the room. 


"Jesus, good thing we are wearing shoes. There is glass everywhere. What did he do, break everything | ownl?" Janne 
found a box in the dresser and took out a cloth bandage to clog the blood flowing from his head. 


"At least everything made of glass." 


"But, um, what am | supposed to do now?" Janne looked sheepishly down at the completely trashed floor of his room and 


then up at Henkka. 
"Good question. guess we can call someone to clean the floor." Henkka eyed the floor in turn. “There's a lot of blood..?" 


"Is he wearing shoes?" Janne walked back over, having finished bandaging his bludgeoned ear. Alexi did indeed have shoes 


on. "Where is all the blood from?" The brunette asked his first direct words to Alexi since coming in. 


Alexi didn't open his mouth to reply, just opened his hand to reveal several bleeding gashes which were still dripping 


down his fingers. 


"Oh..." Janne actually looked mildly taken aback. "You're hurt. Henkka, get someone to clean up." Janne looked dismissively 


at Henkka, who left the room without even a glance back. 


"Im not hurt" Alexi half-growled his own first words inside these walls and held his hand against his body, away from 


Janne's eyes. Janne took a step forward, which Alexi countered with a step back. 


| have to clean that up.." Large brown eyes which could be mistaken for harmless assaulted Alexi's vision 


"Get away from mel" Alexi wished his voice could sound as threatening as he felt. He cursed his small body. If it came 


down to a fight, as usual, his chances were slim to none. 


"| don't want to hurt you, | just want to clean your hand. It is very cut up." Janne stepped closer again, and Alexi felt a 


cool wall against his back. To his surprise, instead of taking advantage, Janne moved away. 


"Here, I'll just..get this." Janne turned his back and randomly grabbed a pot from next to a sink deeper into the room. 
"Tea. Im thirsty. | think maybe you are too?" Janne poured two cups and drank one in a single gulp, refilling it 


immediately. He walked back to Alexi and held out the other cup. 


At this point, Alexi was completely confused. Why hadn't these two men brute forced him into submission? Why wasn't 
he skewered on the end of the blonde's sword right now? Why was Janne apparently trying to politely make his 
acquaintance over a cup of tea instead of sending him away from the room with a few guards for company along with 


maybe a kick in the ribs? 


Alexi tentatively reached out to snatch the cup, sipping a tiny amount of the liquid within. It didn't taste odd at all. In 
fact, it tasted exactly like the tea he was fond of drinking in the evenings in his village. The sip made him realize how 


parched he actually was, and he drank the rest as Janne had, in one go. 


"tll just, um, go get a bowl of water for your hand" Alexi just shook his head at the wealthy captor who was waiting on 


his hand and foot for some unknown reason. 


Somewhere between watching Janne pour a basin of water and a knock at the door, Alexi's eyes began to droop. When 
the door opened, he couldn't find the energy to make a run for it, his feet like lead after just a single step. He had to sit 
down or he felt like he was going to pass out. Poison, his mind chastised. Poison, and he was so stupid he deserved to die 
like this, with someone sweeping glass off the floor next to him. 


He reached down to catch his half-fall to the floor, but hands caught under his arms, saving for him. 


"Did you drug him?" The voice sounded miles away, like echoes from another world "For once, that's actually not that 


bad an idea. At least you can sleep." 


Alexi felt himself being dragged and heard Janne and Henkka exchanging goodnights. He wanted so much to claw at the 
hands touching him, but he physically couldn't. He wasn't paralyzed, but he was too tired to fight. Keeping his eyes open 


was struggle enough. 


“Sorry, | will try not to hurt" Janne muttered, taking Alexi's completely limp arm and dipping his hand into water, 
scrubbing away blood gently with a cloth. Alexi felt all of it, and it hurt despite apparent attempts to the contrary, but 
he had felt worse. He didn't make a sound, just fought unconsciousness and pain until his hand was wrapped much like 


Janne's ear and the brunette was satisfied. 


The hands didn't leave, instead moving Alexi to what must've been the bed. They moved over his clothing, searching out 
the straps and buckles which would loosen them from his body. Alexi couldn't even quiver in apprehension. He couldn't 
stop anything that was happening. his breath rattled in and out of his chest while he willed his death, a big change from 
not so long ago. He didn't want this. He didn't want to be raped. 


In minutes his top half was completely bared, and Janne wasn't slowing down. Shortly Alexi wore nothing but his own skin 


which was doubtless to be defiled by the man hovering above him. 
"Please.." Alexi managed to croak. 


"You are really looking shitty." Janne put a soft touch against the blooming bruise on Alexis shoulder. Mentally, Alexi 
recoiled strongly from the gesture. 


"But | can tell how beautiful you are underneath all of the marks." Janne smiled and bile rose in Alexi's throat. He 


squeezed his eyes shut, not wanting to see one more second of what was unfolding unwillingly. 
The next time something touched him, it was hands pulling fabric over his head. 


"I hope you don't mind just wearing some of my clothes for the night. | don't have anything in your size. You're too 
small, but still better than nothing." Janne's voice wasn't exactly deep, but he spoke candidly as if talking to himself. 


Alexi was dressed in a shirt and pants. So he wasn't to be raped. Yet. Regardless, he couldn't keep his consciousness for 


a second longer. 


He passed out. 


Kerubi 
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Alexi slept dreamlessly, and when he did regain consciousness light was filtering through the curtains over the windows. 
He was used to waking up at sunrise, but his head spun as he tried to remember where he was. Unfamiliarly soft 
sheets and cushions surrounded his body which was uncharacteristically sore as fuck. Trying to turn his neck to look 
around was torture in itself, and the torture only increased when he caught sight of something-or someone-who 


brought all of yesterday's events rushing back. 
Janne's room. Janne's bed. And laying not too far away, the brunette himself, still asleep. 


Alexi examined his face, searching for any signs of consciousness. This also gave him the chance to really see the man's 
face. Janne's skin was slightly darker than Alexi's, but that wasn't saying much seeing as the young blonde practically 
glowed in the dark. Janne's nose was broad but well proportioned, and his hair was past his shoulders, spread messily 
over the pillow on which his head rested. He looked young, Alexi thought, sleeping. But Alexi wouldn't let that distract him 
from the distaste he had for the man. 


There were still a few unbroken trinkets adorning shelves Alexi had missed last night. If he could move quickly enough 
and quietly enough, he might be able to stage another attack, this time one on one. And Janne didn't appear to be 


sleeping with a sword, lending Alexi another advantage. 


Very cautiously, Alexi attempted to edge off the bed. He had to strike a compromise between speed and stealth. When 
he maneuvered his arms beneath him, he realized there was something rough and constrictive around his left wrist. 
Dread grumbled in his stomach as he looked down to see that rope was wound around his wrist tightly enough that his 
hand wouldn't slip out. The other end of the rope was attached to Janne's right arm with a knot. 


Alexi couldn't get his hand out, and if he tried to get out of bed, he would inevitably awaken Janne by tugging his arm. 
Mentally cursing, the blonde eyed the knot around Janne's wrist dubiously. He had no idea how heavy a sleeper Janne 
was, but it was his only chance. With shaking fingers, Alexi reached to the other side of the bed and ever-so-carefully 
began picking at the knot. He worked for what felt like a long minute without progress. The knot was too tight to release 
without disturbing his captor. Alexi took a deep breath and tried using his fingernails to pry some progress out of the 


unforgiving rope. 


Suddenly, long fingers wrapped around his wrists, eliciting a grunt of surprise. A wild look up had him staring straight 


into a pair of brown eyes too proximal to his own gray ones to be comfortable. 


"Ei, pikku lurjus." Janne's voice was smooth and unperturbed, and a smile touched his eyes. Alexi had yet to look away, 
still disappointed with his second failure. Then, the hands around his arms grasped tighter and pulled the smaller man 
into some semblance of an embrace. "Good morning anyway." 


Alexi protested, but his position made it difficult to get away from the body pressed firmly against his back and the 


arms around his chest. 
"Let go of mel” He finally growled, yanking free and moving as far as the rope would allow from Janne's assault. 


"You're right, | shouldn't keep you in here. | don't usually let anything so filthy sleep in my bed" Janne looked him up and 
down skeptically, "and you don't smell like a basket of roses either. But, all of this is fixable." 


"Your name is Janne?" Alexi asked in the most innocent voice he could muster, despite the fact that he already knew. 
Janne smiled and nodded, apparently oblivious to the stupidity of the question "You've got to help me get out of here, 
please. Please!" Alexi broke into a string of pleas, keeping an eye on the brunette's facial expression just to see if it was 


working at all. 
"What's your name?" Janne asked. 


Damnit. Alexi fell silent. He wondered how he could even feel frustrated This guy was obviously not just going to let him 
walk out of the city, no questions asked. 


"Markku Aleksi Laiho" He said his name with as much confidence as he could muster. "But I've only been called Alexi." 
"Okay, Alexi then" Janne practiced. 

"lm from a village a day's ride from here. | need to go back, | need to get out of here. | can ride myself, but | don't 
have a horse..” Alexi trailed off. His words were falling on deaf ears. Janne was still just staring at him like he was a 
new toy on Christmas. Then again, that's pretty much what he was, right? 


"We need to get a bath. You really are covered in dirt." Janne stood, untying the rope from his wrist. 


"we?" Alexi spat. If this sicko thought for a second Alexi was getting a bath with him willingly, then he was really 
dumber than Alexi had originally estimated. 


"Yeah" 
"Im not getting anywhere near a bath with you in it" He glared in what he hoped was a threatening way. 


"Well, | can run a bath and..l guess just take everything sharp out of the bathroom. And you can clean up. Come on 
Janne tugged the rope which was still attached to Alexi. 


No better than a dog, Alexi thought. He followed Janne into a large bathroom with a fittingly large bath. Janne turned 
the water on, and Alexi could see plumes of steam rising from the hot water. He had never seen anything like it, water 


coming seemingly from nowhere, heated by invisible fire somewhere unknown. He didn't care if he was gawking. 


"Ill get this.." Janne stepped away from the tub and reached for Alexi's wrist, which Alexi drew back sharply out of 
reach. Janne pretended not to have noticed and just advanced closer, catching Alexi's thin forearm without much 
further trouble. He loosened the rope and slid it off, taking his time and stroking Alexi's wrist with his thumbs. The 
blonde drew back immediately after the rope was removed. "Hopefully | can trust you to just get a bath without 


breaking anything and attempting my life." the taller man stated before he started searching the drawers and taking out 


sharp objects. Razors, glass cups, scissors. 


"There are towels in this cabinet. And soaps are, well, obviously right there." Janne pointed to the edge of the bath. 
"Just let me know if you need any help, I'll be right outside the door." 


With that, Alexi was left alone. He really did need a bath. He hadn't had one since before yesterday, and the dirt of the 
fields and horses now coated him healthily. He tossed the clothes he'd been dressed in last night to the ground and 
stepped into the warm water, relishing the rare feeling. Most of his baths were quick and cold in his village, not that he 
really minded. But this was his first time experiencing such a treat. 


He had no idea which soap to use, so he just grabbed a coarse looking bar and started lathering everything he could see. 
He even rubbed it in his hair as well as he could. It smelled oddly of ginger and oriental spice; probably some rich exotic 
trade, he mused. When everything had been scrubbed twice, he rinsed as best as possible and searched cabinets until 
he found towels. This was another new luxury, as Alexi was used to scrappy fabric with which to dry himself. These 
towels were thick and red and softer than he thought imaginable. 


Alexi wrapped it around his waist and turned to face a mirror hanging on the wall opposite the bath. The bruise around 
his eye was darker than before, glaring in high contrast with his otherwise smooth, pale skin. He had a few cuts on his 
face and lighter bruising on his ribs. The shoulder he'd used to try to break down Janne's door yesterday was 
completely swathed in red and purple. It hurt just to touch. 

A knock at the door startled Alexi out of his examinations. 

"Are you done?" The easy voice asked. 

"Um, yeah." Alexi clutched the towel tighter around his hips, super-aware of how exposed he was in here. The knob 
turned and in walked the tall brunette, making no secret of looking directly at Alexi's naked skin. Alexi froze in place, 
trying to ignore the blood rushing to his cheeks and ears. 


After a few seconds of his own examinations, Janne spoke: "So, Alexi," the smallest of smirks danced at the corners of 


his mouth, "how old are you?" 

"Eighteen" Janne echoed after Alexi conceded. "Barely a man" 

Alexi inhaled deeply and looked at the floor. 

"You look it, too." Alexi didn't reply again. He hated being called a child. He had lived without parents for several years 
now, and in his mind he was entirely mature. He hated his small body and similarly developed muscles. He hated how his 
ribcage was the most prominent feature of his body and the way his stomach flattened across his hipbones, putting his 
undefined abs on display. 


"You don't need to be embarrassed. You're very handsome. Pretty." Janne added. 


"Im straight" Alexi cut him off, looking up fiercely. Janne didn't break the stare, though he didn't say anything. 


"That's alright" Janne finally replied. Then he started stripping off his clothes, shirt first, preparing to bathe himself. 
Alexi looked away, half out of ingrained politeness and half out of apprehension. He made for the door. 


"You have to stay in here. | don't care what you do or where you look, but l'm not having my room trashed again" 


Janne pulled the door completely shut and gave Alexi a pointed look. 
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"| made arrangements for you to get some clothes today." Janne finished toweling himself off and tossed the towel 
aside, unashamedly displaying his nudity before rustling in his wardrobe. "Some seamstresses will probably be here in a 
bit. They'll just measure you and I'll choose some fabric, then you won't have to wear mine." A white shirt and tan 
pants flew threw the air to land near where Alexi was standing, still covering as much with the towel as possible. He 
was grateful for any clothes by this point, whether they were clownishly large or not. He hurriedly yanked on the pants 
which hung loose on his hips and tugged the shirt over his head. 

The pants were actually difficult to keep up, and Alexi had to pull them up frequently just to avoid them falling to the 
floor. Janne had dressed in a blue tunic and pants similar to the ones Alexi had been given When Janne caught sight of 


him, he stifled a snort. 


| might be able to help at least a bit," Janne walked behind Alexi, swiftly grabbing the back of the pants and pinching 
the excess. Alexis body stiffened at the contact, but it didn't take long for Janne to pin off the flap of fabric. 


"There, that should work for now." He patted Alexis lower back, causing the blonde to stalk a few steps away. Janne's 


attentiveness was making it difficult to come up with viable murder and/or escape plans. 

"| can tell when you're trying to think of something ugly to do, lurjus” Janne stated plainly. 

"Don't call me that” Alexi retorted, "And don't worry, for now | haven't thought of anything." 

"| would rather you weren't trying to at all. But | understand you must be feeling..uneasy being here." 


"That's the fucking understatement of the year." Alexi rolled his eyes then wished he hadn't because it made him feel 


like an adolescent. "I'm not staying." 

Janne reached out to twirl a strand of Alexi's blonde hair. "I'm afraid you are." 

JOE III IK 

Janne stood up to open the door for a group of women carrying measuring tape and boxes filled with fabric samples and 
pins. Alexi couldn't help but look at the sharp needles, wondering what the odds were he could snatch one and use it 
effectively as a weapon Pretty slim, he decided, as the needles weren't long enough to do real damage. 


One woman with chestnut hair braided down her back talked to Janne. 


"He must be new, Janne." She said, batting her eyes unsubtly. 


"Joo, his name is Alexi. Just in here last night. | can do the measuring. | worry he may be desperate enough to escape 
that his respect for women flies out the window." Janne didn't pay much mind to the flirting girl, instead taking 
measuring tape from another seamstress and approaching Alexi, who had retreated to the other side of the suite. 


| need to measure you. It will only take a minute." Janne waved the tape around animatedly. 


"| won't hurt any of the women, they can do it" Alexi suggested earnestly. He didn't want those hands touching him 


anymore, and some of the women were very attractive, including the chestnut haired one flirting with Janne. 


"l am doing it. Now raise your arms in the air." Janne ignored Alexi and pushed his arms into position He wrapped the 


tape around Alexi's midsection, yelling out a number which someone must've been writing down. 


"You know, if you just give me some fabric | can make my own clothes." Alexi shifted from foot to foot nervously. Janne 


simply stretched the measuring tape from shoulder to shoulder on the blonde. 


After measuring much more than Alexi deemed necessary, Janne led Alexi to the front of the room where the women 


were gathered. He held Alexi's shoulder, refusing to let his hand be shrugged off. 


"Now we can pick out some colors." Janne picked up a loop of fabric swatches with one hand. The hand which had been 
on Alexi's injured shoulder moved to his hair. "You have such pretty blonde hair." Janne flipped through the samples 
absentmindedly. Alexi stewed in discomfort. "I like these golds together." Janne picked out gold fabric with embroidered 
gold patterns embedded alongside a softer, lighter shade. 


"Those..those look like they're for a girl" Alexi muttered despite himself. 


"You can pick out something you like" Janne smiled at him and kept flipping through the loop. Alexi looked down and then 
walked away, an acute sickness swelling within him. The reality of his situation was becoming only more real, and he had 


fewer and fewer ideas of how to rectify it. 


His stewing was ignored, and eventually the women left him alone again with Janne. Despair was like a translucent veil 


around consciousness. 


Alexi leapt at Janne, throwing a hard punch which caught the larger man in the jaw, completely off guard. He got in a 
few more punches, although none made such good contact as the first, before Janne could shove him off and defend 


himself. Blood trickled from the brunette's nose, and he licked his lips, frowning. 
"If you want to be a brat, thats fine. It won't change anything." 


Janne's calm answer infuriated Alexi only further. He rushed at him again, but this time Janne was ready and held him 


off. 


"YOU FUCKING BASTARD!" Alexi screamed, throwing fists but hitting only thin air. "LET ME OUT!" He hated that more 
stupid tears welled in his eyes and flowed angrily down his face. He hated that his screams echoed in the otherwise 
silent room, met with nothing but emptiness that said everything. He hated that Janne hadn't even bothered to hit him 
back. Through broken sobs, Alexi walked to the door, Janne following closely behind He pounded a fist against the door, 
kicked it, slammed his head against it. That was when Janne stepped in, pulling him back and wrestling him away from 


the door. Still the taller man didn't say anything, but he didn't need to. 
Alexi wasn't going anywhere. 
"Fuck you." Alexi snarled hoarsely. 
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Later in the day the women came back with several parcels. Janne thanked them profusely and set them next to Alexi, 


who was sitting facing a wall, staring catatonically all afternoon. 


"You can take my clothes off, these are yours" Janne said in a more gentle tone than usual. Alexi didn't show any signs 
of reaction, so Janne reached over his shoulder to pull up the hem of his shirt. Alexi slapped his hand away, standing to 
remove the shirt himself. Meanwhile, Janne opened up the top package, revealing the gold he had chosen, now tailored 
into a finely made tunic and slim pants. The tunic was lined with ivory, and the pants were a multidimensional black 


fabric which Alexi had-no surprise-never seen the likes of before. 


He slipped into the tunic and pants, which fit very well. He had never worn such fine clothing before, and he couldn't 
resist looking into the mirror. The reflection that met him was that of a clueless boy, eyes still pink, who didn't belong 


here. 


When Alexi turned around, he almost ran straight into Janne's chest. He looked up, meeting caramel brown eyes. He 
hadn't noticed the ring of gold right around the pupil, and he couldn't help but compare it to the fabric draped over his 
body now. 


"This is much better." Janne stepped closer. "You look..like an angel. An angel who fell from heaven" 
And then Alexi felt his jaw taken into a hand larger than his own, and soft yet firm lips pressing against his mouth. It 


lasted merely a second, but when Janne stepped away to fold the clothes Alexi had discarded, Alexi remained frozen in 


place, lips pressed into a line, brain turning circles. 


That was his first kiss. 


Tappio 
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The rest of the day went by without event. Janne left at some point, before the sun had set, when it was lowering to 
the west. Alexi didn't even bother looking to find more weapons. He knew there was nothing left in the room that would 
give him any chance against his comparatively stronger captors. Instead, he looked out the window and wondered what 


had become the escaped villagers. 


As much as Alexi detested his situation with every fiber of his being, he knew things could be worse. He knew that if 
anyone had survived, this was worth it, worth more than his life alone. He could wither and die, never leaving this room. 
He was sure he wouldn't be kept for long when he turned out to be completely useless. If he was supposed to be a 
companion for Janne, he knew he wouldn't last long at that either, for no man could possibly withstand living beside pure 


hatred for any length of time. 


For the second time in his life, Alexi wondered about suicide. He wondered if the drug Janne had used on him the first 
night could be overdosed. He wondered if he should've used the shards of glass to slit his throat instead of Janne's ear. 
He looked down at his hand, picking at the bandage still wrapped around it. He chanced another glance in the mirror, and 


almost laughed mirthfully at the contrast between his black eye and the stupidly nice shirt on his shoulders. 


Janne didn't return, and the toll of despair forced Alexi to succumb to an early sleep, sprawled on a seat by the window. 


"Sorry | was so late." Words meandered to Alexi's mostly unconscious auditory system without being fully 
comprehended. He was awakened by hands and arms pulling him into the air. He couldn't muster the coherence to 
express how much he didn't mind that Janne was late. He would actually be happiest if the man were infinitely late, but 
instead of forming the retort, the blonde kept his mouth shut. "You'll get cold if you sleep next to the window." 


Alexis skin crawled at the tenor of the voice. He hated it. He hated everything about it. He hated how it sounded so 
fucking careful, so disgustingly good-natured. Unperturbed. 


When the hands left him, a soft mattress took their place. 


"Do you need help getting those clothes off?" The voice was now further away, and Alexi cracked his eyes open in 
response, only to close them again immediately at the sight of a tall silhouette changing into a looser shirt at the foot 


of the bed. 


"| can't sleep without clothes.” Alexi wanted his voice to sound commanding but it sounded more nervous and groggy 


than anything else. 


"Well, you can't sleep with those ones, that's for sure. | paid for that." A hint of displeasure tinged Janne's statements, 


which caused Alexi a similar tinge of satisfaction. 
"You just said I'll get cold Now you want me to?" 


| can keep you warm." Janne smirked. Alexi shook his head adamantly." Alexi saw Janne walking back around to his side 
of the bed, and scrambled toward the middle. Janne rolled his eyes. "Really? | don't think we need another wrestling 
match." The sharp bite of sarcasm had Alexi reluctantly taking off his top, and eventually his pants after a few more 
jabs. He hugged himself and averted his eyes, yanking the plentiful sheets, blankets, and quilt up to his chin. He felt the 
bed depress beside him, and tensed, prepared to shove off any errant arms..or lips. He swallowed hard, remembering. He 


couldn't let that happen again. It was completely messed up, wrong. Not that that seemed to bother the freaks of this 
city. 


"Goodnight" The brunette murmured. Alexi didn't reply. 
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"You must be sick of this room." Janne spoke through a bite of eggs and meat. Alexi had his own plate in front of him, 
and his hunger was enough to spoil any reservations he might've had about eating it. He didn't pause his chewing. After 
a few seconds Janne continued, "We could go outside..." 


This did catch Alexis attention, and he looked up to measure the seriousness of his captors statement. 


"If you promise not to be completely stupid and make a fool of yourself, we could go look around a bit. You haven't seen 
much of the place, | imagine." Janne talked, apparently content with only himself as a conversation partner. "It would be 


impossible for you to escape, though. Just remember that. And if you hurt me, they will kill you." 
"| know that" Alexi said, throat still tainted from sleep and lack of use. 
"So..does that mean you want to?" Janne prodded, stopping eating to wait for a response. 


Alexi shrugged. When Janne still waited, he nodded slightly. A grin lit Janne's face, and Alexi wondered if he could ever 


smile again 


After breakfast, Alexi was shifting his weight from foot to foot, waiting for Janne to open the door, which the brunette 
man did. Alexi recognized the hallway through which he'd been forced that first night. Stone walls, but not a dungeon. 
No, instead the narrow space was filled with light from evenly spaced windows. Janne walked slightly ahead of Alexi, 
whose eyes darted around uncontrollably, scanning and taking in as much as possible. For all he knew, he could find a 


week spot. If worst came to worst, he could always hurl himself out of the ffucking windows, right? 


The pair walked to a set of stairs, which they descended. They ended up on what Alexi assumed must've been the 
ground floor, judging by the much higher ceilings and more open halls. Indeed, this looked bigger than Alexi ever could've 
imagined, even from the stories told to him in his home. He couldn't imagine the labor and time that went into creating 


such a castle, and his stomach turned at the thought that he never had stood a chance against them. 


Janne reached for Alexis hand, grabbing it before the unsuspecting young man could pull away. Still, he yanked it angrily. 


"Let gol" He whisper shouted. 


“There are a lot of people in this area. | would think it a shame if you ran off and got into trouble." Janne looked at him 


pointedly, eyes sparkling at the frustration he found in Alexi's face. 
"Im not going to run away right now." Alexi stopped walking. 


"You're not going to run away ever." Janne smiled at him and only gripped his hand harder. For a moment, Janne's eyes 
focused on something behind Alexi. Then, he suddenly grabbed Alexi's other hand and stepped closer, forcing himself into 
Alexi's personal space. He pressed his lips into Alexis, just like before, too quickly for Alexi to react. But this time the 
kiss was held. Alexi's first instinct was to shove him away, but his hands were held firmly at his sides, rendering them 


useless. 
He squirmed, leaning away, only to be followed move for move, never managing to break contact. 


"Janne! Haha," A familiar voice laughed heartily from right next to the pair, belonging to Henkka who was grinning 
mockingly..like a cat. Alexi saw him approaching, and pulled his head back, slamming it back forward into Janne's forehead, 


finally and effectively causing the brunette to recoil. Of course, this earned louder guffaws from their new guest while 


Janne rubbed his head and looked utterly confused. 


"Well, Sir Wirman, | was impressed..and | still am. But not by you." Henkka patted Janne heavily on the back. Janne glared 
at him. Alexi glared at them both. 


"| was just..showing Alexi the area." Janne ground out, still mourning his pride. 


"More like showing off in the area. But that's alright, | will admit | don't know if | could resist either." Henkka reached out 
to caress Alexi's chin. His hand was smacked straight away. Henkka didn't even blink. "He is certainly much better looking 
now that he's clean" Again the catlike smile spread across his face. "If he turns out to be too much for you, | won't 


mind helping out." 
"We are getting along fine. Until you showed up." Janne moved back beside Alexi, almost defensively, apparently still 
wounded by Henkka's teasing. He pulled Alexi away and continued walking in the direction they'd been heading before the 


interruption. 


"Sorry about that." Janne muttered. Alexi almost thought he was apologizing for kissing him, until he added "Henkka is 


such a jerk sometimes." 
"Im straight" Alexi repeated himself from yesterday. Janne was the one who didn’t reply this time. 
They never did end up going outside, but Alexi still felt rejuvenated by the time they returned to Jane's quarters. 


"Im going to be gone for the rest of the afternoon. Some ladies will be by in not too long." Janne sat on the edge of the 


unmade bed. 


"Oh. Okay?" 


"You are to pick some more fabric you like to have clothes made. You'll need more than one outfit. They already know all 


of the other details, so don't worry about it. | trust you'll be good around the women?" Janne raised his eyebrows. 
"If l'm not, let me guess, someone will kill me?" 

"Probably. | would try to stop them though.." Janne stood up, straightening his shirt. 

"What if | want to die?" Alexi scowled. 

Janne's eyes flickered with something unrecognizable. "I haven't done anything so bad to you, have |?" 


Alexi almost felt a little guilty at the kicked puppy look the brunette was giving him. Almost. "You fucking took and killed 
my village and kidnapped me." 


"| didn't. My soldiers did" Janne said simply. "And | must say, you're so pretty, that I'm thinking it would've been worth 
it just for this." 


The words stabbed Alexi repeatedly. He looked at the floor, exhaling, eyes stinging in rage and sadness. A hand tilted his 
face back up, thumb rubbing over his cheek lightly. He smacked it away, but it didnt move. 


"This doesn't feel that bad does it? Me just touching your face? You should save your energy for something less 
arbitrary." With that, Janne left the room. 


As he had said, not long after a few women knocked on the door. Alexi made the sad, late realization that it must not 
have been locked from the inside as usual. He trudged over and opened it sullenly, and in came the same girl with the 


chestnut plait and another with blonde hair. 


"How are you this afternoon?" The blonde one chirped. Alexi fought with himself not to answer with snark. He hadn't 
been raised to talk to women with anything less than kindness and respect. 


"Mm..l'm..good" He managed to grind out. 


"Let's get right to it then, Ronja" The blonde addressed the younger woman by name. It wasn't a name Alexi had heard 
before, but then again, he hadn't lived around that many people. The women took out samples as they had yesterday, 
and Alexi just gawked desperately. This was the last thing he ever thought he'd be doing. It was ludicrous. He chose 
completely randomly. He hoped it looked like shit. 


"Ah, that's the last of it, then" Ronja said, smiling softly. "Now, | think its the schedule that you go bathe. Don't dawdle" 
She giggled and shoved him toward the bathroom. The door shut behind him. Odd. That was all he could think. 


Anyway, he cleaned himself. This was the first time he had ever bathed two days in a row in his life. He was more of a 
once-a-week type. Regardless, he hurried as they'd asked, and peeked back out the door when finished. 


"Ah, he's done." The women pushed the door open and entered the bathroom, apparently oblivious to Alexi's 


embarrassment and the way he clutched another towel to drape over his shoulders in addition to the one around his 


waist. When they noticed, they just laughed and motioned for him to sit in front of the bathroom mirror. 
"You're so handsome, Herra Wirman asked us to clean you up a little, to really show it off" Said the blonde. Alexi 
wondered to himself why all these people ever thought about was the way he looked. Of course, he thought bitterly, he 


was like an accessory now. Who doesn't want a good looking toy? He would be worth even less if he didn't look like a 


fucking doll. 


The blonde woman pulled out a straight razor from a box on the counter, and Alexi eyed it suspiciously. His shoulders 
tensed innately as she got closer with it. 


"What..what are you doing?" Alexi asked reluctantly. 


"Certainly, no slave has a beard" The words hung heavily in the air. Slave. Right. Still, Alexi wasn't about to let anyone, 


not even a woman, do that. He was a man. He wasn't going to be some smooth faced baby just to satisfy Janne's eyes. 
"No, | don't think so." He said as politely as he could, his blue eyes shifting slightly around the room. 

"He will be very, very upset if we don't follow his specifications. Please don't put up a fuss?" This time it was Ronja who 
spoke, and her voice trembled. It was probably purposeful, Alexi realized, that sweet desperation He squeezed his eyes 


shut anyway. Fucking bitch. 


He tried to think about hunting with his friends in his village, riding big horses and feeling wind in his hair. He imagined 
his childhood, 


When they lined his eyes with black kohl, he thought of painting his face and pretending to be a great warrior. He still 
could be. He just had to... 


He opened his eyes, and the person looking back at him blushed. A child. A weakling. Someone unweathered by time. The 
women had left already. He rubbed his eyes, only smudging the blackness. He wondered if that would get the ladies in 
trouble. 
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When Janne returned, he had dinner with him. But one look at Alexi staring lifelessly from the chair had him stopped in 
his tracks. He smiled. Alexi wished he could say the man smiled wickedly, but the truth was he looked geruine. 


"Im so lucky." Janne murmured to himself, pleased. Alexi only stood up to get a plate. He wasn't eating enough. He knew 
if this continued his bones would start showing even more. He didn't say anything about it. 


"Fuck you." He said when Janne kept staring. 


"| thought you were straight." Janne smirked. Damn him. "I'm straight, too, you know." Janne said with a straight face, 
which almost made Alexi spit out his food. 


"Yeah, right." 


"Ill get married eventually. As is customary, to a beautiful woman. Just like the other leaders. But you..you are a much 


different story. A gift. It means l'm powerful.” 
"Marrying a woman doesn't make you straight." Alexi scoffed. 
"Then fucking a man doesn't make me gay." 


Alexi swallowed thickly at Janne's choice of language. He buried his head in his hands. A mix of fear, dread, and violent 


sickness invaded his stomach. 


"Don't be upset pikku lurjus. You don't have anything to be worried about from me." Janne petted Alexi's long blonde 
hair, and for once Alexi just ignored it. "I won't do anything to you you're not ready for." 


Alexi shivered despite himself. He really did hate that voice. 


pelastaa 
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Alexi had taken to checking the door every time Janne left the room. It had actually gone from an earnest hope that 
the man had left it unlocked to a sort of obsessive behavior. Alexi was unused to being cooped up at all, not to mention 
in these circumstances, and the effect was having a noticeable impact on his mind. Even besides the depressive and 


suicidal reveries in which his imagination drowned him, his normal thoughts had become decidedly less sane as well. 


And so he stood, at the door, with the sun hovering close to the eastern horizon. Janne had left minutes before, and it 
was time for the first check of the day. He almost didn't believe it when the handle gave way. He jerked his hand back 
as if he'd touched hot iron 


But the give had been unmistakable. He reached out again, and sure enough, the door creaked open Alexi stood at the 
threshold, thinking of all the ways in which this could be a trap. Fuck that, he thought to himself. He burst through the 


door and began retracing the steps he had taken with Janne mere days ago. 


He tried to walk as self-importantly as possible. His instinct was to cling to the walls and keep his eyes on the floor, but 
to do so would broadcast the fact that he didn't belong..wherever he was going. So instead he kept his blue eyes 
focused calmly straight ahead. To his surprise, he didn't make a single wrong turn, and soon enough the familiar great 
room laid before him. This was where his knowledge of the terrain stopped, but he didn't allow his feet to follow suit. He 
continued his steady pace toward one of the almost completely windowed sides of the great hall, assuming he would 
come upon a door inevitably if he surveyed the perimeter. All the while, he avoided direct eye contact with any of the 


men loitering nearby. 


And then he felt something yank his arm backwards, sending him off balance and stumbling into whoever had done the 
grabbing. 


"What the helll?" He muttered before he could stop himself. He spun around, glaring wildly, wishing more than anything 


he had at least one of his old weapons. Just in case. 
"Haha, a mouth on you, yeah?" A man taller than Janne and twice as broad towered over Alexi, grinning ear to ear in 
the most disturbing way possible. A slighter man stood just to his right, wearing a similar grin and eyeing Alexi up and 


down. 


"Yeah, listen | don't want any trouble..'m just trying to-" Alexi found himself backing away and attempting to maintain 


his cool. If it came down to a fight, he was losing. 


“Trying to what? Boy." The shorter man sneered. Damnit. 


"Im not a boy, l'm just trying to go about my own damn business.” Alexi snarled rather impressively. 


"Oh, he says he's not a boy. But we're not that stupid. Wandering around, no sword, not even a beard." The larger man 


reached forward swiftly to caress Alexis chin "And you don't look claimed either.” 


"You should know better than to wander around alone. Up for grabs." Alexi fought against a shiver which racked up his 
spine. So they knew he was a prisoner. He jerked away from the man touching him, but both of them just advanced 


closer, the shorter one circling to his side. 


"You're so pretty, l'm surprised you aren't taken already." The big man leered. Alexi couldn't move back any further, as 
his path was blocked both from behind and front. A small number of men seemed to be watching the exchange with 


mild interest. Alexi knew he was completely fucked and wondered why he had the worst luck of any Finn he'd ever known. 


"Don't be shy, sweetheart" The slimy voice came from behind him, and moments later hands ran up his sides lewdly. He 
half shrieked in surprise and darted forward, attempting to get a few good hits on the big guy, maybe catching him off 
guard. Instead he just found himself enveloped in a different set of arms. He pounded his fists ruthlessly against the 
broad chest and kicked in every direction possible. He felt his foot connect with something, but he had no idea what. 


The large man holding onto him was only chuckling, his hands roaming underneath the back of Alexi's shirt, adding even 
more vigor to the Blonde's squirming. He tried head butting again, but nothing was working, and it wasn't long before he 
felt another body pressing against his back, pinning him between them. 


He was shouting and half crying at this point, hypersensitive to every contact point on his body being violated. He knew 


he was going to be raped. Or worse. 
But then he wasn't. 


As quickly as it had escalated, the contact disappeared. Alexi still had his eyes squeezed closed, and by the time he 
opened them the big man was already laying on the floor, a brunette atop him beating him to a pulp. The men who had 
been surrounding and staring were quickly scattering away in horror, leaving Alexi laying, tearstained and alone. Until the 
brunette finally relented, and by this point Alexi had easily recognized him, although when he turned around to face the 
younger man his face was twisted into a mask of fury which Alexi had never imagined possible. His knuckles were 


bloody, and the man he'd beaten wasn't moving much. 


Alexi used the last of his exhausted strength to try to slide away from the obviously enraged figure advancing on him 
rapidly. Of course, it was of little use. But when the brunette crouched down to him, instead of raising a fist he opened 


his hands in what Alexi assumed was supposed to be a sign of innocence. 


"Are you hurt?" Janne asked in as even a voice as he could muster. Alexi shook his head in response. He wasn't 


physically hurt, actually. Just scared shitless. 
"Good." Janne raised a bloody hand to the back of Alexis head and the other wound around him, pulling him against 
himself tightly. And Alexi didn't dare fight him. The brunette stood, still holding Alexis comparatively meager form, and a 


man Alexi recognized as the smaller of his attackers came forward. 


"You must excuse us, Herra Wirman. We had no idea he belonged to you. He isn't marked in any way.." His voice had 


gone from sickeningly sweet to noticeably terrified. If Alexi weren't still quivering he might've taken some pleasure in it. 
Janne barely raised his voice to answer. "You all better fucking remember his face. Next time, you'll be dead." 
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"Did | give you permission to leave the room?" Janne growled before he'd even set Alexi down. Alexi didn't answer, 


allowing his eyes to take on the indifferent sheen which had become commonplace over the past week or so. 
"Answer me." Janne set him on the bed and grabbed his jaw, forcing the blonde to look him in the eye. 


"The door was unlocked." Alexi finally answered. Janne looked at him like he was crazy, which was almost ironic enough to 


make Alexi smile. 


"Never. Ever. Leave. Without. Me." Janne ground out. Alexi hadn't experienced this side of the man before, and it made 
him feel like a child getting disciplined at school. 


Janne's caramel colored eyes bored into his own more intensely than at any moment before. Before Alexi knew what was 
happening-or was it?-the brunette had pushed him back on the bed and was ravaging his mouth with fury. He devoured 
Alexis lips, biting the bottom until, instinctually, Alexis mouth opened, allowing the brunette to devour him further. And 


for once Alexi wasn't thinking about how gross it was. Maybe he was still in shock. But he didn't fight. He didn't 
reciprocate. He just felt lost. 


Janne's long fingers traced up his neck and tilted his chin back, his mouth moving to his jaw and then down to his neck, 
where he licked and sucked almost desperately. Alexi had never felt anything like this. Every coherent neurone in his 
head was screaming at him to wake the fuck up and shove this maniac off of him. But he didn't. He tried not to think at 
all. 

Hands stroked and tangled with his hair. His face was tickled by the brown strands which brushed it every time Janne 
moved over him. He could feel his lips becoming swollen from the biting. He became aware of the weight of the long 
body half-draped over him, pressing him into the soft mattress, not demanding anything more than acquiescence. And 


then that was over, too. 


His eyes, which must've fallen closed at some point, cracked open The first thing he noticed was that Janne's eyes had 


become less dangerous, but he averted his gaze anyway. 

"| hope you learned something." Janne finally broke the silence. "Don't ever do that again" 

Alexi just remained motionless on the bed. 
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"You like horses, don't you." Janne asked, or rather stated, amiably, setting a plate of food down in front of Alexi. 


"mmhmm." Alexi tried not to show any interest in the question, instead focusing on the food in front of him. It was one 


thing which had actually improved in his life. The food here far surpassed anything he'd eaten at home. And he knew he 


needed to eat more if he didn't want to lose even more of his strength than he had to. 
| have horses. Three, actually. Very beautiful" Alexi eyed Janne suspiciously at this line of conversation 
"| had a horse." Alexi sighed. There was a brief silence. 


"If you weren't such a pest | could let you see them." Janne smirked and ate a bite of his food, waiting for the reaction 


Alexi couldn't help but give. "Would you like that? To go horseback riding?" 
Pride be damned. Alexi nodded vigorously. 


"We could go this afternoon. And | could escort you to see some of the horses." Janne smiled in that innocent way of 


his. It wasn't befitting, Alexi thought. 


"The only condition is that you don't try anything. And you have to agree to start wearing something of mine. So we 


don't have a repeat of this morning.” 

"What do you mean?" Alexi scowled, wary of any deals with the guy who was literally keeping him hostage. 

Janne stood up from the small table and went to the bedside dresser, searching for a few minutes until he finally 
returned with a small box. He opened it to reveal a finely crafted necklace. A thin, white gold band with an azure gem at 


its center. 


"Y-you want me to..wear that?" Alexi couldn't contain his disbelief, as this piece of jewelry couldn't have cost less than 


half of the contents of this room combined. 


"| know you have trouble with the idea, but I'd rather you see it as a gift than anything else. A very fine gift. That also 


comes with privileges. Like horseback riding. Every other afternoon" 

Alexi chanced a glance at Janne's eyes, testing their sincerity. If he ever did manage to escape, he could be rich just by 
selling this. And it was undeniably beautiful. But he also knew the reason he was being asked to wear it. The words he'd 

heard without understanding this morning echoed back to him. 

"He's not marked. He's not claimed...” 

That's what wearing this really meant. It was ownership. And Alexi was NOT owned. Not by anyone. And certainly not by 
Janne. Another brief flashback flew against his will into his mind. A hot tongue in his mouth, lips and fingers on his neck, 
the weight holding him to the bed.. 

NO. 


"Alexi?" Janne prodded. 


"Fine." Alexi answered nonchalantly. He would do it because of what it got him. He knew he would never willingly live with 


or under the man sitting across from him. And that was all it took to be true. 


"Thank you." Janne removed the necklace from the box and Alexi allowed him to fasten it around his neck. It really was a 


beautiful necklace. The blue in it matched the blue that showed when the sun caught Alexi's eyes a certain way. 


The act of fastening the necklace brought Janne's face too close to Alexi's again. The blonde froze, heart pounding, 
preparing for another assault. It didn't come. But he could've sworn he saw the tiniest hint of a smirk on Janne's lips as 


he leaned back. 


After lunch, Janne cleaned up and then led Alexi, for the first time since arriving, outside of the castle walls. It was a 
sunny day, the type Alexi had been missing. And the rays blessing his skin rejuvenated some of his spirit which had 
been eroded by his luxury captivity. 


The grounds beyond the castle still had a fair amount of people scattered about. The path toward the stable, especially 
was taken with a few men on horses, chatting to their companions as they walked leisurely side by side. Alexi couldn't 
help but look enviously at their mounts, whose coats gave off a sheen even before being worked. The smell of hay 
reached him happily. If he closed his eyes he could almost believe he was back at home. Walking to the horses alone in 
the early morning. He opened his eyes, refusing to go back down that path. 


The stable was massive, and Janne took to walking just behind him, steering him with a hand pressed to the small of his 
back until they finally stopped in front of a stall housing a large bay mare. She immediately perked up and came to stick 
her head out and greet Janne. Alexi couldn't help the smile that touched his lips. He knew this horse must be spoiled. 


Sure enough, Janne produced sugar cubes from his pockets like magic, grinning conspiratorially at Alexi. 

"Would you like to give her one?" Janne offered a treat to Alexi, who took it and presented it to the eager but gentle 
mare. The horses lips were soft against his hand, wiry, short whiskers providing a contrast. He let his hands roam over 
her face and up between her ears, rubbing, to her apparent approval. She nosed his face and shoulder, obviously 


expecting more treats. Alexi looked to Janne. 


"Haha, her name's Betha. And as you can see she is spoiled beyond reason" Janne stepped forward to give her a pat. "I'll 


go get her tack" 

Alexi followed of his own accord, curious to see where everything was located. They entered a fairly large room 
containing a multitude of saddles and bridles and every manner of equipment he had ever seen plus more. Janne grabbed 
a saddle and handed it to Alexi, who almost dropped it, having not expected its weight. Janne himself grabbed a bridal 
and pad. 

It didn't take long to get the gear on the tall horse, as she was extremely well tempered. 


"Good." Janne grinned, "We can visit the others when we get back. Are you good to go?" 


Alexi paused, confused. "| thought we were both riding." There was no way Janne was just sending him out on 


horseback. He couldn't be that stupid. 
"We are. Pikku idiootti." 


"Im not riding WITH you." Alexi stated, aghast. Janne just ignored him and swung easily into the saddle. 


"Come on up." He reached an arm down to aid the blonde, but Alexi's arms were crossed, his face burning. So he was 
expected to ride like a woman? What had he been expecting? He knew all of this was too nice to be real. 


"Come on It's not that bad" Janne extended his arm further, catching Alexis hand and pulling him up. After a few 
adjustments, Alexi was firmly in the saddle, in front of and pressed all too closely to Janne, whose arms reached around 
him to hold the reins. He clicked and the horse started walking away from the barn, ambling into the grassier fields. 
Alexi's face was still burning in embarrassment and anger. 

"Are you comfortable enough?" Janne asked, genuinely concerned. This only pissed Alexi off more. 

"Yeah. l'm fine." He grit his teeth, his voice betraying his frustration 

Janne chuckled his response. "You can hold the reins." 

Before long, Alexi had forgotten his anger and had Betha cantering at a good clip through lightly wooded wilderness. The 
wind filtered through his blond hair and chafed his skin in the best way possible. The horse moved under him powerfully. 
The only problem with the image was Janne's hands wrapped around his waist, holding on But even that could be ignored 
with enough dedication. 


After while, Alexi slowed the horse to a trot, allowing her some rest. 


"There's a meadow not too far from here. We could stop for a bit, let her take a drink" Janne suggested, and Alexi let 


him take the reins, bracing himself on the front of the saddle. 

Janne slipped the bridle and bit off of the horse, and led her to a nearby stream. Then he plopped down in the grass, 
resting his arms behind his head and gazing serenely at the clouds. Alexi sat down a safe distance away, enjoying at 
least being surrounded by trees instead of four walls. He didn't know how much time passed, as he allowed himself to be 


absorbed by his own thoughts, which too often turned to ugly recent events. 


"You know, | don't think I've ever been as angry as | was today when | saw those men..well.." Janne broke what had been 
a comfortable silence. 


"You're not so much different." The words tumbled from Alexi's mouth before he could stop them. He snapped his 
mouth shut, wincing slightly at his mistake. Janne didn't respond for awhile. And then: 


"You really think so?" Now it was Alexi's turn to avoid responding. 

"You may tell yourself that." Janne eventually continued. "But we both know it's a lie." 

"You're the one keeping me here. Like some fucking slave. What is it supposed to be? Sex slave?" Alexi spat back. 
"| haven't had sex with you. And if | remember correctly, you weren't fighting me this morning." 

"You took advantage of me." That's right, Alexi thought, and he hadn't been in his right state of mind. 


"| think once you let that defense down, you are afraid to admit that you don't hate me." Janne propped himself up on 


an elbow, surveying Alexi's face for a reaction He got none but pursed lips and eyes which shifted, as always, away. "| 
think you'll find yourself thinking, against your best judgement, about how you want me to do it again..if you haven't 
already." 


Alexi turned his whole face away at that point. 


"| quite like you Alexi. And I'll just keep working and waiting. You'll be worth it." And then Janne got up to collect the 
horse, and Alexi tried to stop thinking. 


Hevoset 
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We rode back to the stable in silence, and | ignored every thought that reminded me | was entirely too conscious of 
Janne's hands around my waist. Of course, whenever you try not to think about something, you only think about it twice 
as much, and so on and so on Needless to say | was happy to dismount. We untacked the horse and Janne let me put 
her back in her stall while he put the tack away. | used it as an excuse to slip her another treat, which she eagerly 


lipped up, nuzzling my face in search of more. 


It made me feel a lot better, for some odd reason Just knowing that horses were still the same while the rest of my 
world was utterly upside down was a relief. | pushed away sad thoughts about my horse. | was sure she was fine. Even 


without me, she was capable of surviving on her own, and no one would have reason to kill her, would they? 


| was lost in my thoughts, so | didn't notice when Janne returned, leaning on the wall across from Betha's stall, watching 


me. 
"What are you thinking about?" He asked, causing me to jump slightly. He only smirked at my reaction 


"Nothing." | replied quickly and shortly. "You said you have two others?" Better to steer the topic towards something 


bearable if we must talk. 


"Ah, yes. Well, I'll show you." Janne grabbed my hand and half-dragged me down another wing of the expansive stable. | 
thought to myself | could spend all day here and not even meet every horse! The amount of wealth in this stable alone 
was more than | was capable of visualizing in my mind. Hell, I'd only seen a few pieces of gold in my entire life. My 
village had been traders, not bankers. Those pieces | had seen always struck me as rather worthless looking..what worth 
could this yellow metal be in relation to a horse, for example? It wasn't a concept that made sense to me, and yet | 


knew innately that only gold-a lot of it-could buy this much luxury. 


We stopped in front of a stall containing a chestnut horse, certainly younger than Betha. | could tell just by looking at it 


that it had an ornery streak, which made me immediately like it. 


"This is Santtu. He's my youngest. About two years old" He had a fondness in his voice that spoke of something other 
than the evil | wanted so badly to associate him with. 


"Be careful. He bites." Janne warned as | approached Santtu. Sure enough, the horse let me scratch under his chin, but 


he quickly became more interested in munching at my hair. 


"Ow fuck!" | laughed, trying to grab my hair back and keep it from getting yanked out by the root. | was on my tiptoes 
cursing my small stature as the horse raised its head, taking my hair with it. 


"Santtu! Let go!" Janne had rushed over, adding his hands to the mix trying to free my hair. "He thinks it's straw, it's so 
blond" Janne muttered, pushing the horse's muzzle away. | was laughing harder than | had in weeks, attempting to 


smooth my hair back down, covered in horse spit. | quickly hopped out of the danger zone. 
"Yeah..we're trying to train him not to do that." Janne said sheepishly, eyeing me to make sure | wasn't angry. 
"Don't worry, that's not the first time." | chuckled. 


"Isn't it? Do many horses find your hair as desirable as | do?" Janne stepped forward and smoothed my hair on his own, 
kissing the top of my head. To my utter horror, | felt blood in my cheeks. | was..blushing. Jesus christ. | turned my face 
to the floor. No way would | betray my pride enough to let ANYONE see this embarrassment. What the fuck was wrong 


with me, acting like a giddy teenager!? | mean, | was a teenager, but still 

"Ill show you the next one." Janne started walking without leading me physically this time, for which | thanked the gods. 
"This is Teemu." 

This horse was by far the largest, and it was obvious he was a stallion He was pitch black, but not mean looking. Just 
beautiful and immense. Janne walked over and stroked his face lovingly, and | could tell this was his real pride and joy. 
There was no denying the horse's beauty, that's for sure. 


“There's actually one more thing," Janne said moments later, smiling tentatively. "But let's get out of here." 


| was reluctant to leave the best place I'd seen since being here. | wished beyond all hope that | could've been put to 


work in the stables instead of chained to Janne's side as some play thing or whatever | was supposed to be. 
When we got outside, Janne walked up the path, but stopped at one of the pastures. 


"Your horse should be in here somewhere..| don't know what it looked like, but all the horses we took are in this 
pasture." He shrugged, gaging my reaction. | had to fight to keep myself from hopping the fence and sprinting in. Instead 
| gave my unique whistle, the one which | used to call Emmi every day since I'd tamed her. 


And sure enough, a brown horse broke off from the herd, trotting towards me. | couldn't believe my eyes, and at this 


point | couldn't stop myself from climbing over the fence and running. 


| threw my arms around her neck, smelling the familiar scent. When | closed my eyes, | could've been just back in my 
village. A normal day. No raid. The past few weeks erased forever from my memory and from time itself. | felt her 
nose itching my back, sniffing me the same way | was her. | didn't know when tears started falling down my face, but 
they were now. | stood there for who knows how long. | was so terrified that if | let go then | would have to face again 


this awful reality. | would never see Emmi again I'd live the rest of my life miserable and alone... 


The sun started to set eventually. | walked slowly back toward the fence, where Janne had hoisted himself to sit. Emmi 
followed at my shoulder, and | tried to keep my tears in check. Apparently | did a bad job. 


"If you promise to smile more, of course I'll buy her." Janne said seriously. My head snapped up in surprise. 


"Y-you..you would do that for me?" | managed to gulp out. 


"Of course I'd do that for you. There are many things | would do for you, but you never ask. You only ask for the 
impossible, like letting you go." Janne smiled and opened the gate to let me out, petting Emmi himself. She seemed to like 


him. For some reason | was hoping she wouldn't: 


"She's very sweet. Small, like you." He wasn't wrong. Compared to the other horses around here, she was small. But that 
only made her quicker and came from a life living off of field grass. "But we have to go back. | promise she'll still be 
here next time." 


FOO BORER ERE EAF Er a much needed dinner, which | devoured voraciously, | practically 
passed out on the bed. | was exhausted after getting out for the first time in weeks and actually moving around. Not to 
mention the emotional tax of the day. | went from being almost raped this morning to bawling my eyes out on my horse 
in the night. | let out a sigh. My life really was a fucked up affair. And through it all, | had to worry about Janne and 


what he was thinking and planning and what | was feeling and planning..! sighed again. This was all too much. 


"| ran you a bath. l'd get in before it gets cold" Janne said, entering the bed area awhile later. | managed to peel myself 


up and trudge to the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. 


Warm water still wasn't a luxury | was used to, but it was certainly one | appreciated, even if it meant | had to bathe 
this often | tried to wash quickly to avoid the risk of falling asleep in the tub. | scrubbed until | was sure | couldn't 
smell horse anymore and could only smell the herbal soap thing | was using. It wasn't until | was finished that | realized | 
didn't have a towel. Damn. 


"Janne?" | said barely louder than a mutter. To my surprise, the door immediately opened in response, Janne standing 


there with fresh towels. | sank lower in the water, hiding myself as much as possible. 


"You have to get out to get one." Janne said as if it were an every day thing, not even a hint of amusement twinkling in 


his eyes. 

"But." | didn't make a move to get out. | was naked! 

"You'll turn into a prune, but I'll wait anyway." Janne answered patiently, not moving an inch forward. 

"Damn you." | scowled, rising and covering myself as much as possible, inching forward to get a towel. OF course, of 
fucking course, when | darted a hand out to grab it, he refused to let go. | glared, only to realize that his eyes were 
looking me up and down shamelessly. | wanted to gag, but | yanked harder instead, managing to free it and wrap myself 


up, ignoring the pounding heat of anger and humiliation in my head and chest. 


"Why are you frowning? | thought | mentioned you have to smile more.” Janne said innocently, as if he'd done nothing 


wrong. 
"You're disgusting." | hissed back, yanking a comb through my hair none too gently. 


"Why? Because | looked at you?" He had the nerve to laugh. "You have more pride than the fucking king. You've been 


here weeks and I've been nothing but nice to you. So | wanted to look at your body, who are you to deny me?" This was 


as close to sneering as I'd ever seen him come. | didn't have an answer. "I told you | can do many things for you. I'll 


expect you to start acting a little more thankful” With that he spun on his heel and left. 
| was seething. Thankfull? For fucking kidnapping me and holding me hostagel? For kissing me when i wanted nothing to do 


with him!? For being the reason my life is ruined!? Fucking thankful, I'll be thankful when there's a knife through his 
stupid heart. 


Hot tears found their way onto my cheeks for the second time tonight. | furiously wiped them away, but they replaced 
themselves. | threw my comb at the wall, cursing every word | knew, new and old. | didn't recognize my reflection 


anymore. 
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"Im sorry." That was the first thing out of Janne's mouth when | finally managed to exit the bathroom. To his credit, 
he did look mildly apologetic. |, on the other hand, probably looked like the mess | was. | just stood there dumbly. 


"Come to bed?" He gestured, pulling down the idiotically nice comforter and gesturing. 
| didn't move. He waited. 
Eventually he walked over calmly. | move backward, but not far enough. 


He slipped a hand around my waist and hugged me lightly. "I'm sorry for saying those things. | understand you don't 
have very much to be thankful for, pikku." 


"D-don't" | murmured, trying half-heartedly to disentangle myself. He only tightened his embrace, stroking my lower 
back ever so lightly. 


"Hs alright." He kissed my cheek the way a parent kisses a child. 


"Y-you're not g-going to have s-sex with me a-are you?" | could detect my body shaking, although | had no control 


over it. 


"Of course not." Janne replied so easily. My stomach felt a little less ulcerous, and | let myself be walked over to the 
bed, where | burrowed under the covers to wait for troubled sleep. Long arms pulled me closer to the middle of the 
bed and then lightly slung over me. | could sense the heat of Jane's body closer to mine than we'd ever slept. 
Somehow, at this exact moment, it wasn't scary. | didn't feel panicked. | felt like maybe | was..glad. 


| drifted to sleep to the rhythm of heartbeats against my back. 


Letti 
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When Alexi woke up, morning sun was streaming through the window, filtering through the gauzy drapes. He could make 
out the forests creeping over the distant horizon, seeming infinitely far away past rolling slopes of cleared and inhabited 
land. It was actually pretty beautiful, despite the fact that he wasn't usually one to reflect on the landscape, probably 
for the same reason someone doesn't contemplate the beauty of the walls of their own home. Living in the wilderness, 
he just get so used to it..but once removed, he noticed so much more vividly what he'd had before. But it was a little 
early in the morning to be getting so deep and moody. 

There were no longer arms draped over Alexi, as when he'd fallen asleep. Janne was almost always out of bed before he 
even woke up. The brunette wouldn't come back until he brought food in the afternoon Alexi assumed that was what 
Janne had done today as well, until he became aware of a sensation on his scalp. Once he noticed it, his body's senses 


brought it into focus, and he realized that Janne must still be in bed, and playing lightly with his hair. 

Alexi really wasn't used to people touching his hair. He had kept it plaited and out of the way in the village. Having it 
down was an inconvenience when there was work to be done. Of course, here he wore it down every day. Still, Alexi 
couldn't deny that he liked the prickly tingle that having his hair touched sent down his spine. He didn't bother to push 
Janne's hand off. 

"Are you awake?" Janne said quietly, in a voice that wouldn't have awoken Alexi if he were sleeping. 

"mmm." Alexi hummed, begrudgingly turning over to look at Janne when the man removed his hand from the blond scalp. 
He was sitting up against the headboard, dressed for the day, hair tied half back with two thin braids. He offered me a 
smile which Alexi didn't return. 


"What are you still doing here?" Alexi asked petulantly. 


"Good morning to you too." Janne rolled his eyes with a smirk. "I actually have a week and a half off. Since the counsel 


finished up in a timely manner, its my break." 
"The counsel?" It was too early for words he didn't know, too. 


'Like..the group of people who run the city. The higher ups. You know, me and Henkka and some other people you don't 
know yet. It's boring stuff, really. But as | said, now | get time off" Janne rattled on 


"Oh..what are you going to do all day then?" Alexi had a feeling that he was not going to like this answer. 
"Well..|'Il probably eat and sleep and spend all my time with you." Janne grinned like a puppy. The blond tried to retain a 


composed face to hide his internal dread.Then the taller man slipped his hand back into Alexi's hair, causing him to drop 


whatever he'd been about to retort. Instead he just laid perfectly still. 


"Your hair is really nice, you know?" Janne chatted to himself, Alexi assumed. Surely he didn't expect a response. 


"Ill braid it in the style people wear it here..or maybe | should do something more unique. | don't want you to look 
common. Not that that's possible." Janne's chatter continued, and he pulled Alexi up to sit between his outstretched legs. 
Not close enough to be touching, but still close enough that the younger felt uncomfortable. 


"Common is fine." Alexi assented from his new position, rigidly sitting too straight. 


"Okay. When | get done with this we'll go get breakfast. We can eat downstairs since I'll be around" Alexi nodded, too 
distracted by the feeling of fingers delicately sectioning and criss-crossing his hair to really care what Janne was 
incessantly talking about. "By the way, sorry you have to be cooped up alone so much. But now you'll be able to go out 


with me more." 
"Great." Alexi muttered. 


"Would you rather stay here all day? Alone?" Janne asked in a tone disguised to sound innocent, but Alexi could tell that 


it was thinly veiled sarcasm. 
"l| guess not." Alexi looked at his own hands. Neither spoke again until Janne finished his work. 


"Perfect!" Janne exclaimed, tying the ends of the blonde hair with a piece of cord. Alexi could see his reflection in the 
mirror across the room, and examined the deceivingly simple set of braids his hair had been maneuvered into. He was a 
bit surprised that the brunette was capable of this level of braiding without any trouble. He highly doubted he could've 


done it himself or to anyone else. 


“Turn around and let me see from the front." Janne reached out to spin Alexi around. With nowhere to go, Alexi was all 
but forced to comply, coming face to face with a pleasant looking Janne. Wait. Had he just thought "pleasant-looking"? 
Before he could think on it further, Janne was poking and pulling little sections here and there, arranging them to his 
liking. Alexi felt like a doll, but there wasn't much he could do about it. 


"There. Now its perfect" Janne smiled sincerely, letting his fingers trail down Alexi's temple to cup the back of his head. 
He stayed that way for a few seconds, ever so gently massaging the nape of Alexi's neck. "Kiss me?" 


Alexi was sure he hadn't heard properly. He thought he'd heard Janne ask him to kiss him, but that was simply 
impossible. The brunette couldn't possibly think that Alexi would willingly put his lips on his. Never! The mere thought 
was disgusting. Alexi's mind briefly flashed back to yesterday, and the feeling of Janne's lips and tongue on his own. The 
comforting press of Janne's body atop his..But it hadn't been comforting, had it? It had been disgusting. Alexi was 
straight. He was just..he'd only ever been kissed by a man, so it was natural he would react no matter who was doing 


this kissing, right? 
"Lexi?" Janne used his hand to bring Alexis face even closer to his own There could only be inches separating them, and 
Alexi wasn't entirely sure he didn't feel some weird electricity crackling in that space. "Would you kiss me? It could be 


like a thank you." 


A thank you. Words echoing back from last night, words spoken on that unbearably smooth voice that belonged to that 


unbearably indecipherable, tall brunette keeping him hostage. Words about being more thankful. Alexi squeezed his eyes 
shut, trying to block out all of the awful feelings buzzing within his body, emanating from his head. 


His lips touched something soft. He didn't react at first. He didn't react until he realized the object was Janne, at which 
time he pulled back, snapping his eyes back open. He hadn't..Janne must have kissed him. A sick feeling pulsed in his 
stomach. Janne's eyes were as gentle as ever, and he almost looked flattered. Dark eyelashes drooped invitingly over 


caramel colored eyes. 
"Thank you." He whispered conspiratorially. 
"| didn't!" Alexi spat. 


"You didn't what?" Janne smirked, pulling Alexi back towards him. "You didn't kiss me?" Janne dipped his face down to 


Alexi's neck. 


"N-nol" And Alexi wasn't sure if he was denying being the instigator of the kiss, or if he was demanding that Janne stop 
the light kisses he was placing on Alexi's neck. 


Janne was using one hand to still Alexis wriggling away and the other to keep him from slapping him. He let his kisses 
trail up to the blond's ear, nibbling lightly on the lobe, gaging the reaction 


"This would be easier if we switched places." Janne quickly swiveled Alexi around so that he was now the one pressed 
against the headboard, trapped between Janne's more able body and the frame. Alexi could only get out a gasp of 
protest before Janne had taken control of his mouth again, kissing him softly and sucking on his top lip when Alexi 
refused to unclench his teeth. 


Alexis thoughts, which had been racing, seemed to have completely left him. The only thing he felt truly aware of was 
the heat of Janne's mouth and the points of contact between them. He hated this. He hated this feeling of lack of 
control. He hated that he could no longer control his shudder when Janne brought a hand up to caress and rub small 
circles on the base of his throat and then his jaw, encouraging him to relax and let things happen. He hated most that 
he couldn't collect enough of himself to hate any one thing at all. 


Janne took advantage when Alexi finally conceded, kissing him more deeply. The blonde still didn't kiss back, but he wasn't 
exactly fighting anymore. At least not effectively. The sickness in Alexi's stomach had turned to something warmer and 
less abrasive. The feeling grew hotter when Janne started sucking just under the side of his jaw, below his ear. Alexi 


was horrified to hear a quiet sigh leave his own mouth. 


"You're still perfect." Janne said breathlessly, pulling away to survey the face below him. Alexi's cheeks were burning. 


"But | guess you'll probably be wanting breakfast now." 
And just like that, it was over. The world was back again, and Alexi was left wondering what the hell happened to him. 
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Janne held Alexis hand as they made their way down to the eating area. Alexi had never actually been here before, as 


Janne always brought food to the room for him. It was a turn before the great hall, but still on the first floor. 


Alexi was regretting letting Janne braid his hair, as now there was no hair to pull over the reddish mark left on his 


neck by the man walking beside him. Somehow, Alexi couldn't help but think that this had been planned. 


"What would you like?" Janne asked, oblivious to Alexi's internal turmoil. "I'll go get it, and you can find a place to sit. 
Wherever you want." 


"Uhh..." Alexi actually had no idea what food was even available. He wasn't a big breakfast eater. His eyes nervously 
scanned the rather scantly populated tables. 


"tll just get you some of a lot of stuff, okay?" Janne tucked an errant wisp of hair behind the blonde's ear and walked 


off, leaving him alone to choose a spot as far away from anyone as possible. 


After briefly contemplating making a dash for the door, but writing it off as a stupid, unformed plan, Alexi settled on a 
spot practically jammed into the corner. It actually took Janne some effort to find him, but unfortunately he did, and set 
a full plate down in front of him and one across from him for himself. The smell of sausage hit Alexis nose, spurring 
him to start eating. He knew he wasn't getting as much exercise as he used to, but he felt ravenous anyway. He'd 
noticed some weight loss, and figured it was best to load up as much as possible if he were ever going to be strong 


enough to escape. 
They ate in silence for several minutes, each focused on his own plate. That is, until a certain all-too-familiar someone 


showed up out of the blue. Honestly, Alexi was beginning to think it wasn't out of the blue at all, seeing as almost every 
time he stepped foot outside with Janne, Henkka showed up. 


The wavy-haired blond plopped down next to Janne rather unceremoniously, immediately laying into a piece of bread. 
Another man followed in suit, sitting beside Henkka. This guy Alexi had never seen before. He was thinner than either 
Janne or Henkka and had long, nearly platinum hair. His features, while fine, were decidedly angular, and his eyes were 


the iciest blue Alexi had ever seen 


"Good morning, Henkka" Janne offered, looking amusedly at his obviously tired friend. Henkka must not be a morning 


person, Alexi surmised. "Good morning, Petri.” 
The tall, lithe blonde answered with a reciprocal greeting. Henkka barely even looked up. 


Alexi tried not to stare at Petri, although he was curious who the new man was. There was nothing to be found by 
looking, really. Still, it was in his nature to try. 


"This is Alexi, by the way. | don't think you've met." Janne offered, gesturing to Alexi, who sat alone on the opposite side 
of the table. 


"Ah, hi Alexi." Petri stuck out a hand, which Alexi accepted When the introduction was over, Petri added "Henkka had 


mentioned you'd received someone from the recent raid. It's been a few weeks now, has it not?" 
Alexi stiffened at mention of his..status. 


"Yeah, | guess it has. Doesn't feel like that long, though, does it?" Janne chuckled. Alexi wasn't sure if he was talking to 


him. He chose not to respond. 


"It looks like he disagrees." Petri gave a smile, making eye contact. Something about his expression told Alexi that he 
wasn't threatening. 


"Well, you weren't all too happy at first either." Henkka arose from the dead to add in 

"No. No | wasn't.” Petri ceded, starting on his own breakfast. 

Alexi had stopped eating upon realizing what Henkka meant. Petri then.Petri was to Henkka whatever Alexi was supposed 
to be to Janne? Alexi wouldn't have guessed it. Not least because the blonde looked so..so comfortable. He didn't appear 


as someone being forced into possession by inhospitable circumstances. 


"At least it looks like you two are getting along a bit better." Henkka eyed Alexi's neck with a smirk. Janne punched his 
arm not so lightly. 


"Don't make him feel embarrassed you dick." Janne chided while Henkka held his arm in mock agony. 


"Be a man about it” Janne played along. Meanwhile Alexi was just mildly relieved that the attention had been taken off of 


him. 
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"So, where are you from?" Petri asked Alexi, who was taken off guard by the question, amiably. 

"Uh..nowhere now." Alexi muttered. "It was half a day's ride from here.." What was he supposed to say, when his home 
had been all but destroyed, every inhabitant driven out, killed, captured, or worse? He was truly from nowhere at this 
point. 


"Oh, sorry, | didn't mean to offend you." Petri smiled back, showing no signs of backing off on acting friendly. 


"He's probably not in the mood to talk about that, Petri. Ask him his favorite color or something.’ Henkka grunted, 
staring at Alexi straight on. Alexi fought the urge to shrink under the gaze, instead staring back with as much venom 


as he could muster. 

"Alexi" Janne snapped him out of it. "Henkka is always a monster in the morning.” 

"What time does it wear off?" Alexi retorted, eliciting a chuckle from around the table. 

"Noon sharp, sweetheart” Henkka said in a sickeningly saccharine voice. 

"Okay, my turn to punch." Petri stated, resigning himself to landing a light punch on Henkka's other arm. 

"Owwwill Again? You're going to regret that!" Henkka growled, glaring at Petri before allowing his scowl to break into a 
smile. He leaned over to peck Petri on the side of the mouth. Alexi hurriedly turned his face back to his plate and 


shoveled more food in. 
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"| thought maybe you'd want to ride again today?" Janne asked Alexi after breakfast was finished. "You could ride your 


own horse, even, since there will be more of us." 


This sounded too good to be true, and Alexi was pretty damn sure his horse could outrun any of the others. He nodded 
enthusiastically. He was glad he hadn't made a run for it this morning. If he had, he wouldn't have this much better 
opportunity awaiting him. 


"You'll spoil him rotten, and he still hates you. At least hold something back as a reward for not despising your guts." 
Henkka snorted as he walked by. "He'll run away, no matter how impossible it is. If you give him the chance." 


Alexi felt my chest burn with frustration. He really hated Henkka. Definitely more than Janne. OF course, how could he 
claim to be an active hater of Janne when he had proven incapable of even stopping the brunette from kissing him this 


morning? Alexi clenched his fists and swallowed back his anger. If he showed any reaction, Janne would notice and realize 


Henkka had been right. As it were, Janne didn't notice, but turned to Alexi with those melty eyes. 


"You wouldn't want to leave me." Janne practically purred. "Plus, you'd have nowhere to go. There's nothing for you to go 
back to. There are no people waiting for you around here. If you run away, you'll just die out in the woods, so wouldn't 


you rather stay here, warm and safe. Here, you never have to worry about dying because I'll protect you." 


Alexi wanted to ask who would protect him from Janne. He didn't. Instead, he just hauled off and punched him in the 


face. 
"Aghhhh!!!" Janne reeled backwards, grabbing his jaw. "Fuck man!" 
"Holy shit." Henkka just stood there, eyeing Alexi almost as if he were impressed. 


It didn't take Janne long to come to his senses at least enough to look embarrassed. He straightened back up, stil 
covering his jaw where Alexi had hit him. The sight sparked a hint of joy in Alexi's chest. Revenge had to feel so good. 


By now, Henkka was guffawing loud enough to draw attention to the little group. Petri just looked..unsurprised. Janne, who 
Alexi expected would be at least a little mad, had yet to say anything. 


"He got you p-pretty good!" Henkka gasped out. "And here | thought y-you were getting along!" 


"Shut up." Janne muttered, letting his hand fall to reveal a reddened and slightly swollen left jaw. Alexi smiled to himself. 
"And you! Don't look so fucking satisfied" Janne scowled at the smallest blond, towering over him easily. Alexi 
remembered Janne beating the large men yesterday, suddenly feeling a pang of apprehension. He would be no match for 


an assault from the brunette. 


Janne grabbed Alexi's chin and squeezed it tight in his large hand. He lowered his face down to be right in front of the 
younger man's, glaring frighteningly into gray-blue eyes. 


"Don't hit me. Understand?" 


Alexi understood one thing. He wanted Janne to hit him. He wanted the tall brunette to send a throbbing pain through his 
face. He wanted it because it would make it so much easier to keep up the hate and resentment. Of course, he had no 


such luck Janne merely stared him down for a few more seconds and dropped his chin, obviously only thinly able to 


control his desire to hit back. 


Alexi hitched his arm back, preparing to throw another hard punch in the brunette's direction. A hand caught his elbow, 
yanking him backwards. 


"Ah-ah-ah!" Henkka tightened his grip on Alexi's arm, spinning him around and wagging a finger in his face 
condescendingly. "No hitting!" 


"Let go of me." Alexi tried to yank free to no avail. The annoying grin on Henkka's face only angered him more. This 


fucking bastard.. 


‘le got an ideal You're mine now!" The well-muscled blond pulled Alexi closer and patted his head. "Janne's face needs a 
break, so you can ride with me today." Alexi could've sworn he saw Henkka wink. "I'm better equipped to deal with such a 
petulant child. Janne's nice to a fault." 


"Henkka..." Janne said in a mildly concerned voice. Henkka didn't reply, only started dragging Alexi down the path to the 
stable. 


"Come onl Petri, Janne, better catch up!" Henkka shouted over his shoulder. Alexi gazed back over his own shoulder and 


saw the two others walking at a more comfortable pace behind them. He didn't like this at all. 


"So, tell me about yourself, little punching machine. Were you always such an insufferable brat?" Henkka asked 
conversationally, as if the question hadn't been phrased insultingly at all 


"Fuck you. Were you always such an arrogant asshole?" Alexi spat back. The fingers around his arm constricted to the 


point he was sure it would bruise. 


"Indeed | have always been. Lucky me, | guess." The pair made it inside, and Henkka called for someone to tack up his 
horse. 


"Too rich to lift a finger, too?" Alexi snarled, finally managing to free his arm. 


"Well, ordinarily | would do it, but | have a toddler to look after. Be thankful you finally have what you wanted, someone 
to watch you twenty-four seven. Apparently the kindness of my idiot friend wasn't enough for you." 


By this point, Janne and Petri had caught up, and Alexi expected Janne would be angry at Henkka Instead, Janne simply 
started getting his own horse. 


"Petri, you'll have to ride with Janne." Henkka commented. Petri nodded but said nothing. 


"What, your perfect boyfriend isn't perfect enough to have his own horse by now?" Alexi felt a little bad, bringing Petri 
into this. At the same time, that lanky creature was obviously a complete traitor now. If Alexi had been expecting a 
kindred spirit, he was far off. 


"Oh, Petri could easily ride his own horse. But I'm not Janne. | don't give people open ended opportunities to fuck me over. 
| told you. He's nice to a fault. But don't worry, you won't have those problems anymore. No more thinking about riding 
alone, walking alone, sleeping alone, bodily autonomy.” 


Alexi felt a little queasy the longer Henkka talked. He had a thought he'd never thought he would have: what if Janne 
didn't "take him back?" Alexi had a hard time believing that Janne would actually just let Henkka take over, but the 
brunette had heard this whole diatribe without saying anything.. 


"Up and adam." Alexi's personal horror story was interrupted by the evil blond pulling him onto a horse. If he hadn't liked 
riding with Janne pressed against him so closely, he absolutely detested the proximity to Henkka. Next to them, Janne 


mounted and offered a hand to Petri, who took it and slid in front. Then they started riding. 


Alexi could hear Janne and Petri chattering during the ride, but he couldn't understand what they were saying. He did 
notice that both seemed to be smiling and laughing a lot. It really pissed him off. He..he didn't know why. Or so he told 


himself. 


Henkka, meanwhile, hadn't said a word more to him, and simply rode in silence. Eventually he seemed to notice Alexi's 


preoccupation with the other two. 


"You should be focused on me, not them." Henkka stated simply, wrapping an arm around Alexis midsection. "Unless 


you're jealous. Janne probably likes riding with someone whose vocabulary consists of more than ‘fuck' and 'you"" 


"Yeah, right. Don't project onto me. Just because you don't like someone so close to your plaything." Alexi muttered 


dryly. 


"Petri isn't my plaything, in case you hadn't noticed. Him and | get along very well. We respect each other. Needless to 


say, l'm not worried about him and Janne being too close to each other." Henkka laughed. 
"You respect each other..and yet | assume that you own him" The words tasted dirty in Alexi's mouth. 


"Whether | do or not, does it really matter? We're happy. Of course, we had our rough beginnings, but nothing isn't 


fixable." The words were sharply pointed at Alexi, who never replied. 


They all stopped in the same meadow as yesterday, letting the horses graze and drink as they pleased. Janne and Petri 
had arrived first, and were already attempting to climb a tree when Alexi and Henkka got there. Really, Janne was 
attempting to climb a tree and Petri was succeeding. The sight was actually a bit amusing, as the agile blond drew a 
stark contrast to the stronger but decidedly less lithe Janne. 


When Janne saw Henkka and Alexi, he walked over, pushing sweaty hair off his forehead. 
"| see you've fallen prey to another losing challenge?" Henkka chuckled. "You'll never learn" 


"Hey, one of these days I'll climb the damn thing. It's not my fault I'm not a bird" Janne laughed outright. Petri leapt out 
of the tree behind him, landing on his feet, amazingly. 


"It doesn't take a bird, you oaf." Petri tossed his hair precociously. "It takes practice." 


"Whatever you say." Janne shrugged, turning his attention back to Alexi. He reached up and lifted him down from the 
horse, holding him a few seconds longer than was necessary. "I'm afraid | must reclaim Alexi, Henkka. | thought maybe | 


could give him up, but it turns out being punched in the face is a real turn on" Janne joked, and Alexi tried to ignore 


the sense of relief he felt. 


"Ah, | was about to suggest the same thing. Turns out riding around with a humorless animal isn't as fun as | thought." 
Henkka said in mock sadness, walking over to Petri and poking him in the chest. "And how many times do | have to tell 
you not to jump out of trees? You'll give Janne a heart attack!" 


Petri and Henkka scampered off into the surrounding wood, leaving Janne and Alexi alone. Janne still had his hands around 


Alexi from picking him up, and Alexi had to admit that it wasn't nearly as repulsive as Henkka's arms had been 
"Are you a good tree climber?" Janne asked curiously. 

"Ive never done it” Alexi answered honestly. "And I'm pretty short, so probably no." 

"Ah, well then solid ground will suit us both. That kid is like a cat, | swear." 


Alexi looked up at Janne. The redness in his jaw had subsided a bit, but it was still noticeably swollen. Janne noticed his 
stare and smiled down at him. Alexi prepared himself for a kiss that never came. Moments later he found himself being 


dragged to the ground by the Brunette. 


"You know, | wouldn't actually let Henkka take you. Ever." Janne said more seriously than normal. "I want to make you 
happy. | just don't know how." 


"Let me go. That's the only way | can be happy." Alexi attempted pleading again. He hadn't tried it for weeks, and he'd 
forgotten how belittled it made him feel. 


"There's nothing for you to go back to. | said that already. There's just..you know | can't do that anyway. You have to 
live with me. But it doesn't have to be miserable." Janne was doing a little pleading of his own now, Alexi could see. He 
knew the brunette was right. There was nothing to go back to. Even if he were "let free," he would die cold and alone as 
soon as winter hit. Finland was no place for a lone nomad come winter. Still, allowing himself to assimilate to life here 


would be allowing himself to become a slave. He wouldn't allow himself to sink that low. 

"l| can't..." He started to get up, but Janne pulled him back down. 

"Not so fast. You were jealous." 

"What?" 

"Of Petri. | saw you staring the whole ride. I'm not an idiot. Now, | know you can't admit it becouse of your pride, but 
you were jealous." Janne stated smoothly. "You didn’t like him being that close to me." Janne slid over to sit closer to 
Alexi, so they were touching. "But | didn't like Henkka being so close to you, either." Janne wrapped his arm around Alexi's 


waist the same way Henkka had. But it was different. Alexi knew it was different, but why? 


"But | won't rush you into anything. Come on" With that, Janne stood up and starting walking on tiptoes toward the edge 


of the meadow. 

"Wh-where are you going?" Alexi asked, perplexed at the sudden change in demeanor. 

"Come here. | want to show you something." Janne whispered. Alexi darted over, taking the cue to be quiet about it. 
Janne took hold of his hand, something Alexi was becoming increasingly but unsettlingly used to, and walked him further 


into the woods. 


Alexi thought he could hear something. It sounded a little bit like human voices, and then he realized what it must be. 


Sure enough, seconds later, Janne and him stood within seeing distance of Petri and Henkka. It was like a car crash you 


couldn't look away from. 


Petri was leaning over Henkka, who was laying back on the ground, golden hair spread around wildly. The lighter-haired 
blond leaned in further, capturing his lips and kissing him feverishly, and apparently biting. Henkka laughed out a protest, 
slapping Petri's face away only to pull him back down and continue kissing. Their shirts were off, and Henkka's hands 
were roaming over Petri's stomach and sides, exploring the lines of sinewy muscle laid bare. Thank god they still had 
their pants on..but Alexi couldn't help but notice their hips grinding together in sync, moving rhythmically as they made 


out. 


Why wasn't he looking away? He felt so weird, as if he should be disqgusted-and he wasl-but he wasn't. He was 
embarrassedly entrenched at staring at their every movement. He'd never seen two people together like that before, 
and he realized with a pang of shame that he'd been in a similar position not so long ago, albeit less willingly. And with 


more clothes on. 


Henkka suddenly flipped Petri under him, switching their positions. He immediately deepened the kiss, letting one hand 
roam up to rest around the slim throat of his partner and the other down closer to his..Alexi could hear Petri's squeak 


and subsequent moan all the way over here. He whirled around, face burning brighter than it ever had in his life. 


A hand came to rest on his lower back, dipping to find its way under the back of his shirt and then tracing up his spine 
lightly. Oh god. 


"What are you doing!?" Alexi whisper-yelled. 


"Shhh. You'll give away our position" Janne smirked, bending to put an arm around the back of Alexi's knees and lift him 
up, only to set him down on his back on the ground. Then, the brunette swiftly removed his own shirt, revealing a body 


that Alexi would've certainly been jealous of had he not been in such an inconvenient position and situation 


Janne took one of Alexis hands and put it on his stomach. If Alexi's face could've gotten any hotter, it would've. As it 
were, it was impossible. Janne didn't seem to care, and leaned down to kiss the blond chastely, encouraging him to wrap 


his arm around his waist. 

"Do you want to take off your shirt?" Janne definitely purred this time, running a hand down Alexi's side, contouring his 
body gently. Alexi could only shake his head. "It'll be alright. Here." Janne ignored his negative response and grasped the 
hem of Alexi's shirt, tugging it up. Alexi squirmed, too afraid to make any noise lest Petri and Henkka find out what they 
were doing. Or worse, that they'd been spying on them. It didn't take long for the shirt to come off. 


Janne didn't waste any time admiring Alexi, opting to plant a line of kisses from his sternum to his navel. Alexi found his 


other arm wrapping around Janne's body of its own accord. Janne looked up at him lazily, returning to his mouth. 
"This time, | want you to try kissing me back. When you feel ready." 


Alexi gulped. 
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Alexi didn't like any of the things he was feeling while trapped under Janne's body weight. He didn't like the tingle of 
apprehension in his chest. He liked even less the tingle of nervous curiosity-he refused to call it desire-which zinged 


through his veins, emanating from every contact point between himself and the brunette. 


As Janne's lips neared Alexi's own, the blonde knew he should be thinking of head-butting him again. Breaking his nose. 


Instead Alexi just stared into those caramel colored eyes. 


"| wouldn't trust that forehead anywhere near your face at this point, Janne." Henkka's jovial voice echoed through the 


trees, ripping Alexi violently from whatever fucked up trance he'd been in. 


"Ruining the moment. As usual." Janne groaned, sitting back up. "He wasn't going to hurt me! Were you Alexi?" Janne 
winked and stood up, offering Alexi a hand which was promptly and decisively refused. Alexi chose not to answer, instead 


focusing on containing the burning blush spreading along his cheeks and neck. 


"And look how much you've embarrassed him!" Janne exclaimed, a note of false sympathy in his voice. A cool hand came 
to rest on the back of Alexi's neck, massaging ever so slightly. Alexi shrugged the brunette off only to be recaptured in 
a more sure grip. He glowered at Henkka with every ounce of venom he could muster. 


As much as Alexi hated spending all day locked inside a bedroom, he was hard pressed to say this cat-and-mouse outing 
was any better. At least when he was alone he wasn't constantly humiliated and assaulted with reminders of his 


situation. At least when he was alone, he didn't find himself wondering what Janne's lips tasted like... 


"Sorry, Lexi. | only intervened in your interest. Think of it as a favor." And now it was an ice blue eye winking at him. 
And Alexi couldn't shake the feeling that Henkka could see straight through him. Even thought the taller blonde played 


the clown, there was something bitingly astute about him. 


The quartet made their way back to where the horses were grazing, apparently ready to head back from the meadow. 
Alexi was begrudgingly thankful that he didn't have to ride with Henkka again. Janne was bad, but at least he had some 
weird..gentleness about his manner. The brunette swung up into the saddle first, before placing Alexi in front of him, an 


arm securely wrapped around his slim waist. 


"One night maybe we'll camp out here." Janne murmured against Alexi's ear. "Alone." 


DEEE EEEE EEEE EEEE IR IR IRR IE 
Back at the stables, Henkka and Janne took it upon themselves to put the horses away, leaving Alexi alone with Petri. 
Honestly, Petri made Alexi's skin crawl. He couldn't stand how..happy the guy seemed. Content to be some plaything for a 
man who, as far as Alexi could tell, was irredeemable. He wondered what Henkka had done to make Petri so domesticated. 
"Do you have any friends?" Petri asked bluntly, after several minutes of silent treatment. 

"Friends?" Alexi muttered back, caught off guard by the question 

"People you don't put all your energy into hating." Petri gave a short laugh, giving the shorter blonde a sideways glance. 
"| did" Alexi leveled at Petri what he hoped was a dangerous look. 

Petri just shook his head slightly and crossed his arms. There was only silence, then, until the terror twins returned. 
"Petri, let's go. I'm getting sick of being outside." Henkka strode past without pausing. Petri hesitated only a second before 
bounding to follow. Alexi almost gagged. The reflex lessened slightly, he supposed, when he saw Petri give Henkka a hard 
shove from behind. But they just laughed and kept on their way. 


"Don't let Petri give you any ideas." Janne chuckled, lacing his fingers with Alexis. 


"How could-" Alexi started, insulted by the mere insinuation that he would have to take bad behavior tips from Petri 
the lapdog. 


"It was a joke, stupid." Janne rolled his eyes and started marching back up the path towards the castle, Alexi in tow. 
They slowed when they neared the pasture with Alexi's horse in it. Alexi didn't even try to hide his frantic scanning of 
the field, checking to see if his mare was still in there somewhere. He spotted her quickly, resisting the urge to call out. 
No point. 

Janne took notice of Alexi's distraction, coming to a full stop. Alexi forced his eyes to the ground. He didn't want the 
brunette reading the emotions on his face right now. But then, out of the blue, a few words from heaven itself found 
their way to Alexi's ears. 

"Do you want to ride her a bit?" 

Alexi didn't waste any time answering, opting to pull his hand free from Janne's grasp. 

"ls that a yes?" Janne inquired. 


"Yes." Alexi said brusquely, already making his way over to hop the fence. 


"Here, let me help you." Janne was right behind him, and two large hands gripped him under the arms and hoisted him 
atop the fence. The hold lingered, forcing Alexi to pause anxiously. For a brief second, he thought that Janne would pull 


him back down and tell him it had been a joke, stupid. 


"Don't try anything." Was all the brunette said, eyes boring holes into Alexi's skull. It was weird how those eyes could go 
from molten to fiery intense to childish so quickly. 


When Janne let go, Alexi hopped over to the other side, whistling in that familiar way. To his satisfaction, his horse 
separated from the others, trotting over and nuzzling his pockets. He didn't have any surprise treats, but he took the 
opportunity to inhale the smell. his mind flew back to the morning before the attack A sharp pang of melancholy 
stabbed through his heart, lancing the pit of dread he'd managed to close over in his stomach over the past few weeks. 
For a second he feared his knees would give out, and he'd make a fool of himself. Alexi swallowed thickly and wasted no 


more time. 


Being back on a horse. Alone. The basics of life become the best of rewards when they are stolen for so long. Alexi 
urged the horse faster, relishing the wind in his hair and the regular rock and bump of the horse beneath him. He'd 
never ridden with a saddle, only a blanket when he had the time and good sense to remember it from his home. This 
way may be less comfortable, but at least it didn't compromise the connection of horse and rider the way thick 
contrived hunks of leather did. He felt alive for the first time in awhile. Alive with something other than resentment and 
hatred. 


He could almost pretend he was out in the wilderness again. Maybe hunting. Most likely just passing the time. He 
wondered if Janne was worried he'd try to jump the fence and make off. The thought of course crossed his mind, but 
he highly doubted his relatively small horse could physically make the jump. She was built for speed and efficiency, and 


even if it were possible, Alexi had little doubt she would come to a screeching halt the second he aimed her at a fence. 


He had absolutely no idea how long they flew around the pasture that way. By the time the horse's breathing had 
become heavy, Alexi could feel the chapping on his face. He slowed to a walk and squinted at where Janne had been 
standing. There was another man there, now, engaging Janne in conversation Even from this distance, Alexi could see it 


wasn't Henkka. The figure didn't look familiar at all. Following his attention, his horse began walking towards the scene. 


As he drew closer, Alexi could catch a few words. Something akin to a compliment about his riding. He allowed his chest 


to swell a bit with pride. 


The man standing near Janne was a big guy. Tattoos littered his arms and even his scalp. Every inch of his muscular 

body screamed warrior, and he had none of the charismatic dorkiness which graced the brunette. Alexi noticed, when he 
came up alongside Janne, that scars were even more numerous on the man's skin than tattoos. It didn't seem that there 
was an inch of his arms that hadn't been sliced. And although Alexi would never admit it, the man was intimidating. Even 


though his tone was friendly, his eyes were aloof. 


"He's very good at riding. Better, even, than a lot of our warriors." The man continued talking to Janne, not sparing Alexi 
a glance despite the fact that the small blonde was now standing right next to his "keeper." 


"Yes, well, as | said he came from the most recent raid" Janne answered calmly. But there was something off about his 


voice, Alexi thought. 


Finally, the new man allowed his eyes to scan over Alexis form. Alexi did his best not to shrink under the gaze. The 
man's hair was shaved in all but a stripe down the middle of his head, which was pulled back into a low, wispy ponytail 


"And he's pretty." He sounded impressed, which somehow lightened the impact of the demeaning words. "What's his 


name?" 


"Alexi." Alexi stated before Janne had the chance to answer for him. He'd be damned if he was just going to stand here 


like an ornament. 
A slight smirk lifted the man's lips at Alexi's outburst. It didn't reach his eyes. 


“Alexi, this is Niklas." Janne introduced, edging a little closer if Alexi wasn't mistaken. The brunette's hand came to rest 
on the small of his back. 


"Pretty. But with a mouth. How did you end up with such a brave warrior, Janne?" Niklas's question was laced with 
thinly veiled jealousy or disdain. Alexi couldn't really tell which, which made it all the more unnerving. He decided that he 
didn't like this Niklas character at all. 


"The Regent made accommodations for me. Luck of the draw, | guess." Janne answered in that same pseudo-calm tone. 


"Well. I'd make it a priority to acquaint Alexi with his place before you see the Regent. Lest he decide the boy is better 


suited for a real man" 


Alexi could see the visible strain in the edge of Janne's jaw at that remark. Niklas stepped closer, reaching out an arm 
to Alexis face. With Janne's arm against his back, there was no way for the blonde to really avoid it. The rough hand 
grabbed his chin and turned his face to the side, as if inspecting. Alexi's hands flew up out of instinct, attempting to 


claw the hand away. 


Niklas drew his hand back, but in the next second it flew forward again, smacking sharply into Alexi's face. The cracking 
sound preceded the sting, and the force from the strong man had Alexi off balance. The hand on Alexi's back was no 


longer there. 
"Don't you touch him!" Janne was inches away from Niklas, hissing threateningly in his face. Bad idea. 


Niklas punched Janne in the gut, pushing the air right out of the brunette's lungs. It didn't take much after that to get 
him on the ground. Niklas was by far the more experienced fighter. That much Alexi could see from the fact that Janne 
had yet to get in a good hit. He was trapped underneath Niklas, still fighting to get some oxygen back in his lungs, when 
the rest of the punches started flying. 


Alexi stood there in shock, watching the fight, face throbbing from the strike. Something inside him snapped. He leapt 
into the fray, catching Niklas by surprise. He bit down on the first body part he could, hearing a curse from whoever it 
belonged to. He got an elbow to his ribs for the effort, causing him to fall off of Niklas's back. Before he could react, 


Niklas was overtop of him, hands around Alexi's throat. 


The blonde was entirely outmatched. The iron grip on his neck tightened, cutting off his air. He struggled and gasped, 
hoping even for a fleeting second that Janne would save him. His hands gripped at anything they could reach, flailing 
wildly. He knew he was wasting his oxygen He tried pounding on Niklas's stomach and back to no avail. It was as if the 


man couldn't even feel it. He was staring straight into Alexis wide-open eyes the whole time. He wasn't letting go. 


Alexi could hear the retching noises of his attempts to breath as if they were coming from someone else, and black 


spots were clouding his vision His thrashing limbs had the feeling of being slowly filled with lead. Then he found it. 


Around Niklas's waist, Alexi's fingers desperately yanked the smooth handle free from its holster. His body, acting 
autonomously from his starving brain, took perhaps the least efficient path of action, bringing the blade up to the hands 
around his neck and slashing wildly. He felt the knife making contact with flesh, and he honestly wasn't entirely sure 
whether he was cutting Niklas's arms or his own neck. He got his answer when the pressure momentarily weakened, 


allowing him to wriggle free. 


Alexis death grip on the knife didn't weaken, and his body was in full attack mode. Instead of distancing himself from the 
man, Alexi dove at him, pressing the knife threateningly against his neck, right where a vein was bulging out. Niklas 
stilled at this. 

"Alexi" Alexi heard the voice from somewhere far away. His attention was 100% devoted to the knife he held. To killing 
the man who had been so close to killing him. A small flick of the wrist and Niklas's life blood would be nothing but a red 


mess spraying into the ground. 


"Alexi." That voice again Clearer this time. Alexi chanced a glance up, and a few feet away from him stood Janne, face 


leaking blood but fully conscious. His hands were empty and spread away from his sides. "Alexi, don't." 
Janne's voice was coaxing, like talking to a wild animal. Alexi's eyes locked on to his face. 


"Alexi, baby, come here. Don't." When it was said in that timid, coaxing, terrified voice, Alexi didn't know how to react. It 
was enough to distract him. 


Niklas had managed to wedge his hand between Alexi's arm and his neck. He forced the smaller man's hand away, 
stripping the knife out of his grasp while he was at it. And just like that Alexi was the only one on the ground, still 
kneeling there dumbfounded, trying to figure out what the fuck just happened. 


"Good boy. Good, good, good. Thank you." Janne was chanting in whispers now, and he carefully caressed Alexi's face, 
stroking his hair back out of his face. Niklas seemed to just disappear. And Janne was embracing him, picking him up. 


"Put me down" Alexi snapped back into reality. Twisting out of Janne's arms. 


He reached up to feel around his neck The skin was tender, and he could tell it was already bruising. His body was 


vibrating with adrenaline. Everything looked twice as sharp as normal. 
"He was going to kill me." Alexi stated. 
"You're mine." Was all Janne said before pulling him back against his body. "Let me take care of you." 


And since Alexi didn't know what else to do, he let Janne pick him back up. 
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Being babied was not Alexi's strong suit. Janne had tried to convince him that they needed to go to a nurse. A fucking 


nursel? What was a nurse going to do about a bruised windpipe and some scrapes? 


It had taken a borderline temper tantrum before Janne had given up and allowed Alexi to lead the way back to his room. 
Alexi could still feel Janne looming behind him like a worried mother goose, and it almost made him wish he'd held the 


knife to his throat instead of that of Niklas. He relished the image a little too much. 
"Your neck" Janne eyed him from his spot at the desk. 


"| know." Alexi rolled his eyes. Did Janne think he was a stranger to getting beat up a bit? He was a warrior-uh, a 


former warrior-after all. He'd had worse! 
"It looks..not very good." Janne muttered as if to himself. 


"Look in the mirror. Your worse off than me anyway." Alexi dared to lace his words with arrogant venom. As if 
considering his words, Janne rubbed a hand over the dried blood below his nose and cracked around the edges of his 


mouth. 


"Do you want me to be impressed?" Janne said dryly, picking up on Alexi's remnants of adrenaline fueled pride. 


"Impressed that you managed to scare Niklas and me a bit?" 


"A bit" Alexi scoffed. Still his eyes fell for a moment before returning to challenge Jane's. 
"You're lucky Niklas is even prouder than you. He could tell someone that you tried to kill him. You'd be dead before | 
could say ‘hold on" Janne stood up, voice hardening in tone, gaze lingering on Alexi's neck like another set of hands. "He 


won't because that would mean admitting you caught him off guard." 


"At least | would die like a free man" The blonde interrupted. “Better than waiting around like a doll until you throw me 


away." 


"SHUT UP." 
It was the first time Alexi had heard Janne come even close to yelling. The effect had him snapping his jaw shut and 
shrinking back ashamedly. 


"You're mine forever. Understand that. You can fight and argue all you want," Janne stalked towards Alexi, who shakily 


maintained his ground. "but you'll still belong to me." 


The brunette was close enough to touch him now, and Alexi could feel the tension like heavy velvet in the air between 


them. Janne reached out and traced a finger down Alexi's jaw gently, coming close to imitating Niklas's earlier touch. 


Alexi grit his teeth. 


"| don't ever want to see anyone else's hands touching you. Only mine." Janne seemed to growl, hand gaining more solid 
purchase on the side of Alexi's face, fingers mingling with golden strands. "No bruises from anyone but me. My hands 
around your neck." 

Janne brought his other hand up oh-so delicately, letting it loosely sit around Alexi's throat, not pressing at all but 
threatening nonetheless. Alexi swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing against the contact. His heart was racing with his 


brain, and neither one was winning out. He tried to command his body to move, to shake off these hands on his skin. 


| would never hurt you, though." Janne whispered, lowering his head to press his lips under Alexi's jaw. "| just want to 
make you understand." Alexi felt the words more than he heard them, the movement of Janne's mouth like a searing 
branding iron on his neck. This reminded him of when Janne had protected him from being attacked by the men in the 
great hall. The glowing warmth in his belly was similar and just as uncomfortable. Uncomfortable, and yet it spurred 
some part of him that wanted nothing more than for Janne to keep whispering into his neck This evil feeling which 
caused him to crane his neck ever so slightly, this feeling should be avoided at all costs the rational side of Alexi's head 


screamed. 


"Mine." Janne pressed a last kiss into the pale, bruised skin before raising his head back up to look into Alexi's face. The 


blonde tried to school his expression back into something unreadable. Janne just smirked cryptically, as if he knew every 


thought flying through Alexis head. He let his hand slide from Alexi's cheek, and moved to sit back down at the desk. 
"Go get washed up." Janne said dismissively, turning his back to the younger man and reaching for a pen 
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Alexi tried to maintain a distance from Janne for the rest of the day, and was largely successful. The brunette hardly 
spoke to him, and even dinner was eaten in silence. Janne did take a break from whatever he was working on to tell Alexi 


to go to sleep, courteous enough to douse most of the lamps save the one at the desk. Alexi passed out rather quickly. 


By the time Alexi awakened, the sun was nearing its peak in the sky. It was rare for the blonde to sleep so long, but he 
supposed the previous day had been rather..stressful. The bed beside him was empty, although it looked slept in. Alexi 
made sure to remind himself that he was NOT disappointed that he didn't know whether Janne's arms had strayed to 


wrap around him when he finally came to bed. 


A look around alerted him to the fact that he had the room to himself. He found it a little odd, seeing as Janne had 
been going on about a break, but he took the opportunity to take his time getting dressed. His hair was still half-up 
from yesterday, so he yanked the ties out of it and allowed it to fall messily around his face. A few smoothing strokes 
of his hands satisfied him enough. He dutifully ignored the eyeliner in the bathroom and yanked on the first clothes he 
found. The shirt might've been Janne's, judging by the way it billowed around his small frame. Comfortable enough, he 
didn't bother trying to find another. The mirror caught his eye for a split second. 


Indeed, the bruise on his cheek and neck had darkened to a bluish purple. In his village, he could never see the injuries on 


his face and neck (no mirrors). He had to admit that he was impressed at the vividness. 


When he found out the door was unlocked, he was more than happy to dart out of the room. Finally, the ability to walk 
around without an annoying jerk-off matching his every step. His flat, growling stomach dictated his first stop. 


Alexi was quick to realize that he'd never actually retrieved food from the kitchen before. Janne had always brought it 
to him, and as such, he was unsure of how to go about it. There weren't many people eating at the moment, probably 
due to the hour. He roamed for a few minutes, finally noticing what had to be the entrance to the kitchen Even if that 


wasn't the usual route, there was surely food in there, even if he had to be sneaky about it. 


Inside the kitchen there were at least ten people working, and not one of them seemed to pay Alexi so much as a second 
glance. The smell of smoke and baking bread made Alexi's mouth water, so he set out to find the source. Of course, 


being a total klutz didn't make this an easy task. 
"Watch itl!" an angry voice shouted as the blonde walked straight into someone. That voice.. 


"J-jaska?" Alexi said incredulously, taking a few steps back to get a better look at the man in front of him. As the man 
righted himself from the stumble, Alexi glimpsed the familiar rosy cheeks and pierced nose of a man he definitely 
recognized from his village. His breath caught in his throat. 


"Alexi!" Jaska broke the shocked silence, tossing the bowl he'd been carrying onto the nearest table and engulfing the 
smaller man in a bear hug. When Alexi could finally breathe again, he hugged back, desperate to make sure he wasn't 


hallucinating. 


Jaska had been Alexi's friend from childhood. They were the same age, and had always gotten along well. Jaska had never 
been a great fighter, no matter how much Alexi tried to train him. Alexi was honestly surprised that he'd made it 
through the battle. 


When the two separated, Jaska was grinning ear to ear, obviously just as excited as Alexi to see a familiar face. 


"What are you doing here!?" Jaska crowed, looking Alexi up and down. Alexi didn't answer right away, fiddling with the 
hem of his shirt. "You sure look fancy compared to how l'm used to seeing you." Jaska ruffled Alexi's hair. "| don't think 
| ever saw your face this clean in the I5 years I've know ya!" 


Alexi laughed, self-consciously raising a hand to obscure some of the marks on his neck. 


"Uh, | guess l'm just being kept here. You're cooking?" Alexi deflected the question, hoping to avoid the topic of his own 
predicament. Jaska seemed more than happy to babble on about his job here. Jaska forced half a loaf of bread and a 
cup of wine into Alexi's hands, insisting that the blonde eat and talk. It didn't take much encouragement for Alexi to 
empty the cup and finish off the bread, only to have both replenished by his lost friend. 


After what felt like at least an hour of catching up, Alexi directed the conversation to something more pressing. He 
figured if Jaska had the freedom to work and live on his own, maybe he could leave. Maybe he could take Alexi with 
him. 


"We have to get out of here, man." Alexi said seriously, gesturing with his hands. 


"Get out of here?" Jaska looked puzzled, causing Alexi's heart to sink. "To where? Our village is obviously gone. There's 


nothing to return to." 


Jaska had a point, and that wasn't going to make it any easier for Alexi to convince him to formulate an escape plan. 


still be out there, resettling." Alexi sounded desperate even to his own ears. 
"Is something wrong, Alexi?" Jaska questioned curiously. "What have you been doing for these weeks?" 


"| said nothing!" Alexi spat a little too harshly. "I mean. just feel obligated to help anyone who is left. Before winter hits." 
The air was already quite cold. It wouldn't be long before snow became a constant presence and with it the threat of 


death for the unprepared. 


"| don't think there's anyone left, Alexi. You saw when they took us.." Jaska's voice grew gentle and quiet, perhaps out of 
respect for the dead. Since Alexi's family had died well before the raid, it was easy for him to forget that most 


everyone else captured had to assume the rest of their family was dead. 


"Listen, can you leave here?" Alexi chose to ignore Jaska's protest. His face felt warm and his words too easy. How 
many cups of wine had he had? He remembered three. Maybe that was too many. 


"| don't know. | doubt it" 


"God fucking damn it" Alexi leaned back, feeling despair creep into his muscles. "Do you at least know if anyone else is 


here?" 


"| know Anssi was captured. | haven't seen him since that night. | think also Alexander and Tomas. I've seen both of them 


around." 


Anssi. Alexi's mind strayed to his best friend. His last memories of him were warning the village that the raiders were 
coming. A stab of pain jolted through his heart. He couldn't leave without Anssi. He would have to find him and then plan. 


Alexi knew he could count on his best friend when that time came. 


Jaska's eyes moved to a spot over Alexi's shoulder, but the blonde was too tipsy to follow the gaze. A large hand on his 
shoulder alerted him to what Jaska had been looking at. Shit. Alexi moved to get up. He didn't want Jaska to know this, to 
see him with Janne. Of course, his attempts were in vain, as the man he didn't want to see slid to sit next to him, a 


glint in his eyes. 


"You have a friend, Alexi?" Janne's voice was silvery smooth. His hand remained on Alexi's shoulder. Jaska just looked 


between them, caught off guard. He quickly came to his senses and tipped his head to Janne. 
"Herra Wirman" He said respectfully. 
"Alexi, don't be rude. introduce me." Janne prodded, tightening his grip. 


"Jaska this is Janne. Janne this is Jaska” Alexi muttered as quickly as possible, knowing full well that the blood burning in 


his face was creating a blush to last a lifetime. 


"Nice to meet you, Jaska. You'll have to forgive my intrusion, but I've been looking for Alexi everywhere. He disappeared 
from my room without so much as a note." Alexi hated the fake formality with which Janne was addressing Jaska. He 


hated the facade surrounding what was obviously a display of ownership. He wondered if Jaska knew, now, what he'd 


been doing for the past weeks. 

"Oh, uh..it's no intrusion at all sir." Jaska stuttered, bowing his head again as if unsure what to do. 

"No more of this nonsense. A friend of Alexi's is a friend of mine. No formality necessary." 

"Oh, uh thank you." 

Alexi's eyes were trained so hard at the ground that he could've counted the lines in the grain of the wood planks. 


"You ate lunch without me then, Lex?" Janne's voice changed back to the warmer, normal version. Alexi dared not 


answer, too embarrassed to chance his voice in front of Jaska. 

"| think | should probably get back to work. I've been gone quite awhile.’ Jaska nervously stood up and, as if debating 
saying anything more, bid Alexi and Janne goodbye. "It was nice to see you again, Alexi." Alexi didn't look up until the 
footsteps of his friend could no longer be heard. 


"That wasn't very forthcoming of you, Alexi. You made your friend pretty uncomfortable." A kiss was pressed to the 
blonde's cheek followed by a light chuckle. "Did he only give you bread?" 


Janne reached out to Alexis cup and took a sip. 


"And wine. So early in the day. | was wondering why you felt a little warm. Did you drink too much of it?" His fingers slid 


down Alexi's arm to rest around the blonde's slim waist. 


"Probably." Alexi conceded meekly. Honestly, his stomach didn't feel well at all, and he wasn't sure if it was the 


mortification, the wine, or both. 


"So naughty, drinking too much wine on an empty stomach. He must not have known you're mine now, or else he 


would've given you something real to eat. Are you still hungry?" 
Alexi shook his head. If he ate now, he had little doubt it would come right back up. 


Janne studied him closely for a few moments before tugging him to a stand. Alexi swayed mildly at the change before 


an arm came to stabilize him. He leaned into the contact, for once grateful to be touched. 


"You're much more mild mannered when you're drunk, | must say." Janne pressed the cup back into Alexi's hands and 


sat back down. "You can finish if you'd like." 
"| don't want to get sick" Alexi replied honestly, resting his head in his hands. 


"Do you want me to take you to bed instead?" Janne asked. Alexi shot him a glare, not amused by the suggestive nature 
of the question. He tipped the cup back and finished it off in one long gulp, not even enjoying the taste. 


"Good boy." 


"Don't say that." Alexi snarled. 


"Whatever you like." Janne toyed with the ends of Alexi's hair. "Doesn't change the fact that, since you're so 
unexpectedly and deliciously vulnerable, I'm going to find it difficult to resist taking advantage." 


"Janne, don't." Alexi's voice sounded pathetic even to his own ears. 


"If you stop trying so hard to deny it, | think you might enjoy yourself" And with that Alexi was being dragged back 
upstairs, too busy trying to keep his balance to resist the man ahead of him. 
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"Did you miss me this morning?" Janne purred, cornering Alexi against the door he'd just been half-carried, half-shoved 
through. Alexi didn't particularly mind having something to lean back against, so long as it wasn't the brunette standing 
in front of him. His head was vaguely hazy, but he could comprehend the question. It was coming up with a snide rebuke 
that was causing him trouble. 


"| couldn't stand to wake you up. You look like a peaceful little angel laying next to me." Janne stepped forward, and Alexi 


flattened even the small of his back against the door. "Without this permanent scowl attached to your face." 


Janne's thumb reached out and brushed lightly against Alexi's lips, falling away quickly, as if worried the blonde would 
bite. Alexi wondered if the tinge of melancholy in Janne's expression was really there or if the alcohol was affecting his 


interpretation. Whatever the case, he took the opportunity to slither past Janne's roadblock. 


"| just need to sit down for a bit” Alexi muttered, staggering towards the nearest chair. Lucky him, it looked pretty 


comfy. "Then I'll be-" an arm snared him around the waist and tugged him off balance, "fine..." 


He collided with Janne's chest with an audible thump. The sudden movement had him dizzy, and before he could collect 
himself, large hands were scrabbling at the hem of his tunic, sliding against the pale skin of his stomach. 


| want to pick up where we left off" Janne growled lightly into his ear, the heat of his breath raising the hair on the 
back of Alexi's neck. Alexi's vision went dark as his shirt was forcibly removed over his head. If he could just pause for 


a second, he could gather his thoughts and limbs! 


More hands now, gliding up from his navel to his ribcage. Then the touches disappeared, leaving Alexi standing alone in 
the middle of the room. He blinked a few times to clear his vision, confusion clouding his glance at Janne, who held his 


shirt out to him like an offering. 


"Fold it up." Janne was already laughing as he said it, knowing the task would be just a little too dexterously challenging 
for Alexi in his inebriated state. Alexi snatched it anyway, trying to orient it to put it back on 


"Ah ah ah!" Janne grabbed it back. "Fold it up. Not put it back on" Then he handed it over again, crossing his arms 
impatiently. 


Alexi gave what he hoped was an angry glare, trying to orient the shirt this time to fold it in some semblance of 
neatness. He ignored the stifled chuckles of the brunette as he fumbled with the fine material. Sleeves together..this 


was a woman's job anyway. He bit his lip in frustration. 


By the fourth try, Janne wasn't even trying to hide his laughter. He'd moved to lounge on the bed, watching Alexi from 


afar. When the blonde finally managed a crumpled but, indeed, folded garment, he slapped it down on the foot of the bed. 
"Happy now?" 

"Very. Come here." Janne spread out his arms in an inviting gesture. Alexi stood still, contemplating whether he should 
just go ahead or waste his time being stubborn again. Truth be told, he had been a warrior..but not this kind. The 


constant needling. He walked towards where Janne was sitting. 


When he got to the edge of the bed, Janne leaned over and pulled him down, gleefully encompassing him in an embrace. 
When had Janne's shirt come off? 


"| won't be asking you to do laundry any time soon" Janne laughed teasingly into his hair. 
"| wouldn't anyway." Alexi tried to roll to put a little distance between them, but Janne only pulled him in tighter. 


"Kiss me!" 
Alexi couldn't help but think about how childish the words sounded coming out of the brunette's mouth. So..innocent. 
Even though Alexi knew the man was anything but. He turned his face away protectively. 


"Not like that, idiootti" Janne tangled his fingers with some of Alexi's hair and forced his head around, smothering his 
mouth. Alexi focused on doing his best not to respond. 


Janne pulled away, frustration, warmth, and something else unidentifiable shining in his eyes. "Try to relax." 
"| don't WANT to kiss you. Or anyone!" Alexi spat. He hated that it sounded like pleading. 
"Ohhh" Janne crooned. "You're still putting up that front. You want me to soften you up, then?" 


Alexi braced himself for another kiss, but none came. Instead, the brunette positioned himself overtop of Alexi, hands 
straying too close to his hips for the blonde's comfort. He ran his hands up and down Alexi's sides lightly enough to 
make him want to squirm. Alexi was so distracted by the foreign sensation that he left his guard down Janne took the 
opportunity to nuzzle his face into the crook of Alexi's neck, lips simultaneously soft and rough worrying the skin there. 


It was too much for Alexi on a normal day, not to mention when he was rendered useless by alcohol. As Janne's mouth 
moved to the front of Alexi's throat, the blonde tipped his head back subconsciously. The hands moved from his sides, 
one coming to rest on his lower abdomen, the other going higher. A calloused thumb brushed against Alexi's nipple, 
pausing to rub back and forth. Alexi didn't like that at all, his back arching in a way it had never done before. And was 
that..that noise didn't come from him..did it? 


Janne's ever-present lips had made it up to the spot below his right ear. 
"Kiss me." The brunette whispered breathily, letting his weight hold Alexi to the bed beneath him. Lips again covered 
Alexi's own mouth, but he could no longer think straight enough to control his reactions. His mind was spread between 


what felt like a million different things right now. 


He was relieved when Janne stopped stroking his chest, the hand coming to rest on his jaw, keeping Alexi from moving 


away. He hadn't realized he'd closed his eyes, and at the same time he made that realization, he sensed that his lips 


were matching Janne's rhythm perfectly. He paused, startled and unsure how to escape this time. 


Janne bit his lower lip sharply, as if sensing Alexi's moment of lucidity and sending him right back over the edge of 
thinking clearly. He hadn't liked that..he didn't like this..he didn't like this... 


Alexis mouth instinctively opened in pain after Janne's bite, and the brunette used the opportunity to introduce his 
tongue to Alexis mouth. It tasted like..wine, Alexi thought to himself. Wine and something else that he wasn't familiar 
with. Janne dropped his hips, now practically laying on top of Alexi. The weight wasn't crushing, and Janne used his knees 
so that their legs were tangled up. 


Alexi felt lost. Even more lost than normal. In a vain attempt to find equal footing, he let his teeth close on Janne's 

tongue, causing the man to recoil. Alexi cracked his eyes open to gauge the damage done. He was met with an almost 
disbelieving laugh. Jane's gaze didn't hold anger, but instead only an even more fiery and determined intensity. His lips 
came back down hard on Alexi's, moving more quickly and harshly than before. There were also more teeth involved, 


whether for retribution or simply as a side effect of the rather frantic pace Alexi couldn't be sure. 


When it felt like Janne had bruised Alexis mouth, he softened up, the thumb of the hand holding the blonde's jaw 


massaging slowly. 


"That's how you kiss." Janne looked down at Alexi through thick, dark lashes. Handsome was a word that sprinted 
through Alexi's mind. He shoved it down. His breathing was shallow, and his daze wasn't much lifted. Janne's long brown 


hair was hanging down around his face, tickling Alexi's face. 


Alexi felt a removed horror as his own hand, out of nowhere, lifted to touch Janne's hair. He yanked the errant limb 
back down, cursing inwardly. His stomach hurt. He squeezed his eyes closed, trying to push down every feeling coursing 
through his body. He felt suddenly too painfully aware of every point at which his and Janne's body touched. Their legs, 
stomach, chest..why did he feel this way? 


"H's okay.." Janne's voice was reassuring, and Alexi felt a hand grasp his wrist, bringing it back up to Janne's hair and 


holding it there. He opened his eyes, trying to remember to breathe. 

"| feel weird" Alexi whined, trying to rearrange himself under Janne with little success. 

"Have you ever kissed anyone before?" Janne prodded gently. Alexi shook his head. Truth be told, and he was ashamed to 
admit it, these interactions with Janne were the only contact of this sort he'd ever shared with another person A 


person who was holding him against his will 


"It's okay to feel weird. You should just relax and stop thinking so much. You torture yourself more than | would ever 


torture you." Janne slid halfway off of Alexi, resting at his side but keeping the hand on the side of Alexi's face. 
“Because this is wrong." Alexi said as much to convince himself as to inform Janne. 


"Well. You can call it whatever you want. But | like it.” Janne smiled, pecking Alexi's forehead before tucking the blonde's 


head under his chin. "I like making you feel weird.” 


Alexi let himself be coddled. Just this once... 
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Alexi wasn't sure how long it had been or if he'd dozed off, but when he finally felt the effects of the wine wearing off, 
his head was in Janne's lap, his hair being stroked absentmindedly. The brunette appeared to be reading a book. 


"What's that?" Alexi croaked, coughing to clear the shit out of his throat. The hand on his head stopped its petting, 
giving him a final pat. 


"Just a history book. Why, are you interested?" Janne looked down over the edge of the book. 


"Not really." Alexi sat up, rearranging his hair so that it wasn't going in every direction He wouldn't admit it, but he had 
never learned to read. There hadn't been much use for it where he was from, as any stories he wished to know could 


be related orally by one of the village elders. 


"Why not? Is it because you can't read?" The question wasn't asked in an insulting tone but a curious one. Still, Alexi 


cursed Janne's apparent ability to read his mind. Fucking asshole. He didn't answer. 


"Petri couldn't read when he came. They didn't really use written history where he was from | guess." Janne chatted 
amiably, not put off by Alexis silence. "Henkka taught him some. But honestly, he doesn't seem very interested. | guess 
its not that useful unless you're like us, having to read history and laws to keep up on things.” 


"Yeah, | can't read" Alexi perked up at the mention of where Petri was from. He'd been curious ever since he saw the 


willowy man spring out of a tree so easily. Somewhere between a bird and a cat. 
Janne went back to reading, and Alexi sat impatiently. Finally he decided to open his mouth. 
"Where did Petri come from, do you know?" 


Janne smiled and closed his book. "He came from the eastern woodlands. His tribe lived mostly in the woods. It's actually 
a bit of a legend he's made for himself. 'm sure you noticed his agility." Alexi nodded. 


"Well, when we attacked, it was nothing like with your village. Everything is more difficult in the forest. Visibility is low, 
and the people there have different fighting styles. Still, the resources are valuable enough to justify the risk, so we 
went for it. After a few days, we had gained control of the area, and everything seemed pretty normal. We gathered 
whatever we could carry, and sent a group back to return news of our success. They hadn't gotten out of sight when 
men started dropping dead left and right. Of course, we immediately tried to figure out what was going on, but we 
couldn't see anyone in the forest surrounding us. It wasn't until we got close enough to see that the men were littered 
with arrows that we realized there must be a group or tribe in the treetops. We only had a few archers ourselves, and 
two of them had just been shot down. Ten men dead, fifteen dead. Henkka spotted him first, up in the trees. He had 
painted his face and hair dark, so he blended right in 


"It took almost an hour to get him down. Our archers couldn't get a good shot, since he could easily just move behind a 
branch or trunk Niklas was actually the one with the idea to cut down the tree. Turns out its pretty hard to shoot 
arrows straight down a tree trunk. It took to guys, but the tree came down with Petri inside it. He still tried to get 


away, amazingly enough. The tree falling didn't seem to phase him at all, but an arrow got him in the back. 
"Everyone wanted to kill him. | wanted to kill him, | remember. He'd taken out so many of our men, there was no 
merciful sentiment. But Henkka didn't want him dead. He was in control, and he ordered everyone to stand down. He 


ripped the arrow out of Petri's shoulder, and told us that we were looking at the best archer we were ever going to 


find. And that Petri was going to teach our archers from now on, so that our sorry bastards could be half as good." 
Alexi interrupted, "so he came back with you. And then he became Hennka's plaything instead of an archer." 

"No. Actually, he does train the archers. Henkka did take him, but he has greatly improved the quality of our fighters. 
And don't tell him | told you, but most of the warriors call him ‘Petri the killer’ behind his back. He has the highest 
death toll of anyone we've ever faced. | think the total came out to 29 men. 29 men killed from a treetop." 

Alexi tried not to show his interest in the story, but he had to admit to himself his surprise. He'd assumed Petri was a 
weak-willed scoundrel when in reality, Petri was more accomplished and lethal than he'd ever been or could ever hope to 
be. Jealousy ran hot in his veins. 

"It's a good story, no?" Janne rubbed his cheek affectionately. "You need a shave." 

"| guess it was fine. Still a traitor." Alexi leaned away from Janne's touch. 

"Petri the killer. And | get Alexi the beautiful.” 

Alexi hissed audibly. 

"Oh, sorry. | meant Alexi the Formidable!" Janne had himself in fits. Alexi only crossed his arms. 


"From what | heard, you put up a good fight. And | wouldn't want anyone else." 


Janne's closing words sent a shard of pain through Alexi's chest. He wouldn't allow himself to fall for such shallow 
words. Janne wanted him for one thing. And when he'd taken that, Alexi would be used and tossed aside when he got 


bored. 


A small voice in Alexi's head told him that if that was all Janne really wanted, he would've done it already. But Alexi 
wasn't falling for it. There could be no trust between them when Alexi wanted only to escape for good. That reminded 


him. 


He had to find Anssi. 


stable hand 
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people's writing. | know that this stream-of-consciousness lazy writing doesn't compare with a lot of the stuff out 


these days, but | hope it can at least entertain you for a bit :) 


Finding Anssi ended up requiring a few turns of luck that Alexi couldn't have predicted but was happy with nonetheless. 
It had been about a week since "the drunk incident," as the blonde had named it in his head. Janne hadn't enacted such a 
forward assault since, but instead had taken to increasing the frequency of small annoyances, like gripping Alexi's hand 
whenever they walked around, caressing the small of his back, and planting chaste pecks on his lips, necks, and face at 
random moments. And no. Definitely not. Nope. Alexi had NOT been awaiting anything further with anything but terrified 
apprehension. And he'd never admit that Janne's tactics might've been working, as his vehement refusal to be touched 


was gradually worn down to grimaces and half-hearted denials. 


All that aside, Alexi spent most of his free time (which was a hell of a lot these days), plotting escape and, tangentially, 
how to find Anssi. Janne had kept their travels confined to the same old halls and rooms. They went to the stables a 

few times, but the outings were brief, and Alexi didn't spot his friend. He supposed that he should try to reach out to 
Petri, seeing as he was around the tall, feline blonde more than he'd like. But his pride had yet to reach such a point of 


desperation. 


The claustrophobia of being around Janne practically 24/1 was, however, having its effects. He couldn't bear the 
contrast of those puppy-dog brown eyes and the fact that he was a prisoner-sex-slave-whatever -the-fuck-he-was- 
supposed-to-be. So it was with great relief that Alexi received the news that Janne was going back to work At the 
time of the announcement, he didn't have the foresight to wonder what he would do all day. If he had, the idea of 
spending all day locked in the the brunette's quarters might've dampened the happiness he felt. As it turned out, tall 
dark and sorta-rapey had done the thinking for him. 


"Niklas has been pestering me about your riding since the day he almost killed you. For obvious reasons it's against my 
better judgement to allow any further interaction between you..but seeing as I'm going to be gone most of the day and 
you enjoy the stables, | thought I'd extend his offer." Janne stated very diplomatically, looking at Alexi as if to gauge his 
reaction The blonde just raised his eyebrows expectantly. 


"You could help him with the horses a few days a week, and in return he could teach you-and | quote-'to not be totally 
useless with a sword" Alexi had to scoff at that. Hang out with horses AND learn how to kill the very people keeping 
him captive? What kind of deal was that? The fact that he'd have to spend time with that freak of nature hardly 


mattered in light of the rewards. 


"Definitely." interjected the blonde. 


"How did | know you'd say that. | feel obligated to tell you that all sword-fighting will be practiced with harmless pieces 
of wood, and I'm sure Niklas will take the opportunity to get back at you for last time. Which brings me to my next 
point: you are absolutely under no circumstances to allow him to touch you or harm you. | have no doubt he'll attempt 


both." 


"And how exactly am | going to stop him? Why even bother telling me the offer if you're going to put impossible 
parameters on it? I'm just a lowly slave, remember?" Alexi's joy morphed to the usual sour contempt, eliciting a sigh 
from Janne. 


"You're not a slave." Janne muttered. 


"Oh yeah? What am |?" When there was no answer, Alexi was torn between smirking in victory and crying in utter 


defeat. 


After a few moments, Janne spoke up again: "il he tries anything, just tell me and I'll handle it. I'll trust you to take care 
of yourself outside of that. Trust goes both ways." The conversation ended there. 
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"Did you sleep in, princess?" were the first words out of Niklas's mouth when Alexi approached the stable the next 
morning. Janne had walked him there, but Alexi insisted on finishing the last bit of distance alone. He was a bit surprised 
when Janne acceded without contest. 


"Did you sleep at all?" Alexi countered, eyeing the ragged, scarred man skeptically. Seriously, this dude looked insane. The 


retort earned him a glance, and he could've been fooled into thinking there was a gleam of humor. 


"Im busy right now. There is some fresh hay that needs spread in the barn. I'll let you know now that the first time 
you try anything stupid, I'll beat the living shit out of you and enjoy it. So just do your job right and don't think of 
running off just because l'm not there to hold your hand every second of every day, got it?" Niklas's tone didn't waver 
or change at all. Alexi just nodded and walked stiffly towards the barn He realized that this was the first time he'd been 
granted permission to just walk freely since being here. Thinking about it made his head hurt. 


His tasks continued throughout the day, and consisted mostly of mucking stalls and spreading hay. Niklas hovered but 
kept snide insults to a minimum, and at times Alexi managed to lull himself into an illusion of freedom. In another time, 
this would've been more than he could hope for. A soft, warm bed at night. Good food. An actual job. Too bad the 


circumstances warped things into hell. 


A good while after the sun had passed its midpoint in the sky, Alexi finished the last of his duties and set out to find 
Niklas to leave for the day. He was tempted to just walk back up to the castle, but he had a feeling someone or another 
would throw a fit, even if he didn't run. And he didn't want to get privileges taken away after only one day of his new 
"job." 


Unfortunately, the guy was nowhere to be found. Alexi checked every hall, pasture, and stall to no avail. His last option 


was the tack room or the office. Kicking himself mentally, Alexi walked tiredly to the office. Why hadn't he checked here 


first? Kinda obvious now that he thought about it. He swung the door open roughly, a bit annoyed, but what he saw 
stopped him in his tracks. He was pretty sure his jaw hit the floor, too. 


Anssi. He noticed that first. It took a half second more to process the fact that his best friend was shirtless, tied to a 
chair, and gaping back at him with a gag in his mouth. And sitting right across from him was the devil himself. Niklas. 
God. Fucking. Damn. It. 


"What do you want?" Niklas asked dismissively, unaware of the silent shock that had painted the room and was 
emanating from the locked stare of Alexi and the rather incapacitated Anssi. Alexi was too aghast to respond. That, on 


the other hand, got Niklas's attention. 


"| said what the fuck do you want? Are you just going to stand there staring at him all." Niklas's words cut off, and a 
smirk of realization crept slowly over his features. "Ah, you know each other? Makes sense, since you're from the 


same tiny shithole." 


Alexi realized too late that disguising his reaction wouldve been more to his benefit than letting the psycho in on what 


was going on. Too late now. 


"Also makes sense in light of behavior, honestly. What is with you people? This little fuck tried biting off my finger this 
morning, and that's only the latest in a long string of physical assaults." Niklas gestured to Anssi disqustedly. Guilt 


washed over Alexi as he became aware of Anssi's situation for the past..what..it had been months... 


While Alexi had been fighting his comparatively petty battles with Janne (practically living in the lap of luxury), Anssi 
had been victim to the psychotic whims of this freak There were bruises on his ribcage, and a fading yellow black eye. 
Anssi had always been bigger than Alexi, so the blonde hoped he'd at least gotten a few good hits on Niklas to earn such 
retribution. 


"Janne is probably waiting for you. Get out" Niklas snarled, turning back away from Alexi, who still stood dumbly in the 
door. No way could he just. just fucking leave Anssi like this, knowing what he knew now. He stepped forward and opened 
his mouth, prepared to start fight #2 with Niklas, but he was stopped in his tracks by an evocative widening of his 
friend's eyes and subtle shake of the head. 


Anssi shook his head again, staring straight at Alexi whose mouth snapped shut. He would help Anssi. But just this once, 
maybe it would actually be better if he thought it through. He turned on his heel and walked out, heart aching with 
each step. 


FOO III II II IE 
"So tell me, how was your day?" Janne asked, eyeing Alexi suspiciously as the blonde pushed food around his plate. The 
blonde had managed to avoid every question so far with a shrug or grunt, and he could tell he wasn't going to be 


getting out of this one so easily. 


"It was fine." The thought of eating when he had no idea if or when he'd be able to see Anssi again made his stomach 


flutter with dread. 


"If it was fine, why are you acting so put out?" Janne prodded, trying to catch Alexi's eyes and failing for the 


umpteenth time. 


"He.." Alexi started, on the verge of pouring out everything on the dire hope that Janne could somehow rectify the 
situation. 


"He what? Did he hurt you?" Janne immediately switched into his rather annoying mother-hen mode, eyes scanning Alexi 


up and down as if he could see through clothing to evaluate damage to his ever-so-valuable property. 
"No, he didn't hurt me." Alexi bit out harshly. Janne recoiled a bit at the tone. 


"Then what is it?" 


Alexi swallowed hard. If he told Janne about this, his chances of escaping with Anssi were going to go way down. This 


was a problem he'd have to solve himself. 


"Nothing." Replied the blonde a moment later, stabbing a piece of sausage rather violently and lifting it to his mouth. 


